



MARIN COUNTY FREE LIBRARY 


ji m 


11110106371 











he Vietnam Experience 


it) TOT 0 


a. ll“ 

















The Fall of the South 














The Vietnam Experience 


The Fall of the South 

















by Clark Dougan, David Fulghum, 
and the editors of Boston Publishing Company 


























Boston Publishing Company/Boston, MA 





Boston Publishing Company 


President and Publisher: Robert J. George 
Vice President. Richard S. Perkins, Jr. 
Editor-in-Chiel: Rabert Manning 
Managing Editor: Paul Dreyfus 

Marketing Director: Jeanne C. Gibsan 


Senior Writers: 

Clark Daugan, Edward Doyle, David 

Fulghum, Samuel Lipsman, Terrence 

Maitland, Stephen Weiss 
Senior Picture Editor: Julene Fischer 
Researchers: 

Jonathan Elwitt, Sandra W Jacobs, Mi- 

chael Ludwig, Anthony Maybury-Lewis, 

Carole Rulnick, Nicole van Ackere, Rob- 

ert Yarbrough 
Picture Editors: 

Wendy Johnson, Lanng Tamura 
Assistant Picture Editor: Kathleen A. Reidy 
Picture Researchers: 

Nancy Katz Colman, Robert Ebbs, 

Tracey Rogers, Nana Elisabeth Stern, 

Shirley L. Green (Washingtan, D.C.) 

Kate Lewin (Paris) 

Archivist: Kathryn J. Steeves 
Picture Department Assistant: 

Karen Bjelke 
Historical Consultants: 

Lee Ewing, H. D. S, Greenway, Colonel 

Harry G. Summers, Ir. 

Picture Consultant: Ngo Vinh Long 
Production Editor: Kerstin Gorham 
Assistant Editor: Denis Kennedy 
Assistant Production Editor: 

Patricia Leal Welch 
Editorial Production: 

Sarah E. Burns, Pamela George, Dalia 

Lipkin, Elizabeth Campbell Peters, 

Theresa M. Slomkowski 
Design: Designworks, Sally Bindari 


Design Assistant. Sherry Fatla 
Business Stall: 
Amy Pelletier, Amy P. Wilson 
Special Contributor ta this volume: 
Mary Jenkins (picture editor) 


About the editors and authors 


Editor-in-Chief Robert Manning. a long- 
time journalist, has previously been edi- 
tor-in-chiel of the Atlontic Monthly maga- 
zine and its press. He served as assistant 
secretary af state lor public atlairs under 
Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. 
Johnson. He has also been a lellow at the 
Institute ol Politics at the John F. Kennedy 
School of Government at Harvard Univer- 
sity. 


Authors: Clark Dougan, a former Watson 
Fellow and Danforth Fellow, has taught 
history at Kenyon Callege in Ohio. He re- 
ceived his M.A. and M.Phil. at Yale Uni- 
versity. David Fulghum has been a senior 
writer with the U.S. News & World Report 
Baok Division. A veteran ol the U.S. Navy, 
he received his B.A. from Angelo State 
University in Texas and has done gradu- 
ate studies at Texas A&M and Georgetown 
universities. Messrs. Dougan and Fulghum 
have caauthored other volumes in The 
Vietnam Experience. 


Histarical Consultants: Lee Ewing, editor 
ol Army Times, served two years in Viet- 
nam as a combat intelligence officer with 
the U.S. Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam (MACV) and the 10!st Airborne 
Division. H. D. S. Greenway is natianal- 
foreign editar of the Bastan Globe. He cav- 
ered Vietnam for Time magazine and the 
Washington Pos? [ram early 1967 until the 


American evacuatian of Saigon in 1975. 
Calonel Harry G Summers, Jr, is an in- 
fantry veteran ol the Korean and Vietnam 
wars and now holds the General Dauglas 
MacArthur chair of military research at 
the Army War College. He is the author ol 
On Strategy and The Vietnam War Alma- 
nac. 


Picture Consultant: Ngo Vinh Long is a so- 
cial historian specializing in China and 
Vietnam. Born in Vietnam, he returned 
there most recently in 1980. 


Cover Photo: The South falls. On April 30, 1975, 
ten years after the first American combat troops 
entered Vietnam, a North Vietnamese tank 
crashes through the gates ot Saigon’s presiden- 
tial palace, symbolizing the Communists’ final 
victory. 


Copyright © 1985 by Sammler Kabinett Inc. All 
tights reserved. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopy, recording, or any information stor- 
age and retrieval system, without permission in 
writing from the publisher. 


Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 
85-071747 


ISBN: 0-939526-16-6 





1009876 
5432 





Contents 





























Chapter 1/Conditions So Perfect 6 
Chapter 2/The Lull 24 
Chapter 3/Campaign 275 46 
oe 4/A Glimpse of Rees 64 
Chapter 5/“You Must Win” 92 
Chapter 6/The Noose Tightens 114 
Chapter 7/The Saigon Redoubt 136 
Chapter 8/The End 152 
Names, Acronyms, Terms 191 








Picture Essays 


Strangulation of Phnom Penh 
Evacuation Without End 
Final Victory 


Sidebars 


Giap and Dung: A Change in 
Command 

Life Behind Communist Lines 

Ambassador Martin 

The First Boat People 


Maps 

Communist Supply Lines and 
Areas of Influence 

Battle for Phuoc Long Province 

Khmer Rouge Offensive 

Battle for the Central Highlands 

Military Region 1 

The Battle oí Xuan Loc 

Ho Chi Minh Campaign 

The Fall of Saigon 


15 
76 
141 
162 








Conitions So lrerfecí 

























Barely five feet tall, bespectacled and over-smil- 
ing, Tren Van Tra bore no resemblance to the 
Western image of a fighting general. His untai- 
lored, dark-green uniform carried no wings, 
wreaths, or rows of ribbons, yet for thirty years 
this slim South Vietnamese man had carried the 
fight to the enemies of the Lao Dong party. Freed 
from a French prison along with many other 
Communists at the end of World War IL Tra 
joined the revolutionary army and rose through 

its ranks carrying with him the dream of some- 
day returning to Saigon, the city of his youth, as 

a liberator. In 1968, after lengthy debates with the 
Politburo, Tra won permission to attack the capi- 
_ tal. The reasoning for his choice of target, Tra be- 
= lieved, was irrefutable: If the capital fell, with it 
_ would fall the Thieu regime and the South Viet- 
oS te icy 

















needless destruction of many carefully placed Communist 
cadres. Tra bore responsibility for the tiasco and, his judg- 
ment thus blemished, lost the chance to join the Politburo. 
The general and his dream, however, survived. 

Now in late 1974, as a member of the Communist party 


| Central Committee and lieutenant general in command of 


the Communist military forces in the lowlands-Mekong 
Delta region, he once more made plans for the conquest of 


| Saigon. With the American troops gone, U.S. financial 
| support of the South Vietnamese government (GVN) wan- 





ing, and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) 
stretched to the breaking point, the general knew that time 
amd circumstance had joined logic as his allies. A bold 
strike at Saigon could end the long, costly war. 





The summons north 





To give substance to this dream required more troops, 
heavy artillery, tanks, and ammunition than the Central 
Office of South Vietnam (COSVN) and its combat arm, the 
B-2 Front, possessed. Since coming south to fight in 1959, 
Tra had chafed under the knowledge that the North Viet- 
namese generals fighting in the central highlands and 
along the demilitarized zone (DMZ) received the newest 
equipment and mountains of artillery shells while he often 
made do with captured arms. To obtain a full share for 
COSVN required a persuasive argument to the parsimo- 
nious high command in Hanoi, whose members would re- 
call Tra's promises and failure of 1968. But Tra would 
have a chance to make his case in person because today, 
November 13, marked the start of a journey north; the Pol- 
itburo had summoned all the regional commanders in the 
South to Hanoi to discuss future military operations. 

In the morning coolness, Tra walked down the steps of 
his thatched bachelor’s quarters still tucked in the shade 
of a copse of trees and climbed into the front passenger 
seat of a Russian-built GAZ69. Already in the back of the 
canvas-topped field car sat COSVN’s chairman, Pham 
Hung. Chunky, with pouches of perpetual worry under his 
eyes, Hung stood fourth in influence among the eleven 


| members of the Politburo and topped even Tra as the 
| highest-ranking Communist in the South. Followed by sev- 


eral other light vehicles carrying staff members, the GAZ 


| moved along a few kilometers of plank road to the inter- 


section with Route 13 in nearby Loc Ninh. 

Route 13 began in Saigon some 100 kilometers to the 
south where it served as the main artery for supplies and 
reinforcements from the big GVN storage depots at Bien 
Hoa and Tan Son Nhut. The traffic was destined for the 
ARVN garrisons at Lai Khe, Chon Thanh, and An Loc that 


| made up the defense line north of the capital. But north of 





Preceding page. North Vietnamese drive Russian- and 
Chinese-made trucks south with troops and supplies for what 
was to be the final Communist offensive. 
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An Loc the country belonged to the North Vietnamese 
Army and the remnants of the Vietcong. 

Loc Ninh stood where the vast French rubber planta- 
tions finally gave way to hardwood forests, home for some 
of the rarest orchids in the world. Piles of rubble and 
badly damaged buildings marked the former GVN district 
capital, now perhaps the most important South Vietnam- 
ese town in the hands of the Communists. In addition to 
housing COSVN and the B-2 regional military headquar- 
ters—organizations that for so many years defied location 
and destruction by U.S. and South Vietnamese forces—Loc 
Ninh served as the capital of the Provisional Revolutionary 
Government (PRG) and the terminus of the new fuel pipe- 
line from North Vietnam. 

The PRG served as a figurehead government ostensibly 
for South Vietnamese rebelling against Saigon's Republic 
of South Vietnam, but the primary organization carrying 
on the war in the far south was COSVN. According to 
enemy propaganda COSVN was autonomous; in fact, it 
served as an intermediate organization between the Lao 
Dong party in Hanoi and the Communist troops in the 
southern half of South Vietnam. Politburo members re- 
ferred to COSVN as the “southern branch of the [Com- 
munist Workers-Lao Dong] Party.” By 1974 COSVN, run 
by Hung and Tra, shared only in planning the battles 
around Saigon and in the Mekong Delta, while the party's 
military committee and the NVA's General Staff in Hanoi 
directly controlled the fighting in the central highlands 
and the provinces south of the DMZ. 

When the convoy with the two COSVN leaders reached 
Route 13 the vehicles turned north, and with studied con- 
tempt of the limited offensive threat of the South Vietnam- 
ese air force (VNAF) the group continued the trip in day- 
light. They knew fuel and aircraft shortages, coupled with 
the Communisi missile threat, limited GVN air operations 
primarily to close support of ground fighting. Within an 
hour the group crossed the border into eastern Cambodia 
turning northwest to the banks of the Mekong River near 
Kratie, where they switched to motorized sampans. Far up 
the Se Kong branch of the great river, in southern Laos, 
the southerners transferred back to autos and continued 
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, one branch of which was 
now a smooth lour-lane highway of crushed white lime- 
stone and gravel, until Route 9 branched east back into 
South Vietnam just below the DMZ. At the port city of 
Dong Ha the convoy turned north into the DRV and the fi- 
nal leg of the trip to Hanoi. 





Return to revolutionary violence 





During the journey, Tra and Hung must have reflected on 
the momentous changes in the political and military situa- 
tion in North and South Vietnam since the cease-fire in 
1973: the failure of peace-keeping attempts, the inability to 
force a coalition government on the GVN, the growing 













Communist strategists. 
Above. Senior General Vo 
Nguyen Giap, stricken by 
disease, served only asa 
figurehead chief of the 
NVA in 1975. Below. Pham 
Hung, COSVN head, 
urged a quick thrust 
against Saigon. 








Lett. Lieutenant General 
Tran Van Tra, who re- 
quested more arms and men 
for his COSVN forces near 
Saigon. Above. Senior Gen- 
era! Van Tien Dung, NVA 
chief of staff, who rehised 
Tra's request and instead 
ordered an offensive in the 
central highlands. 





Above. Le Duan, Communist 
party first secretary, sup- 
ported a bold offensive. Left. 
Le Duc Tho, an influential 
member of the Communist 
Politburo, adveccated a con- 
servative approach. 
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By 1975 the Communists had a dual road system 
and a fuel pipeline that poured men and supplies 
into South Vietnam. The journey from Hanoi to 
the PRG capital at Loc Ninh took less than two 
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weakness of the Republic of Vietnam's Armed Forces 
(RVNAF), and the diminution of U.S. support. 

First came the triple failure of the two-party Joint Mili- 
tary Commission (JMC), the International Commission of 
Control and Supervision (ICCS), and a negotiated politi- 
cal settlement. The JMC, made up of representatives from 
the GVN and PRG, proved itself powerless to ensure joint 
action in carrying out the terms of the Paris agreement 
concerning areas of control and prisoner exchange. The 
group never achieved the unanimity required for any ac- 
tion. The ICCS, consisting of delegates from Indonesia, 
Iran, Poland, and Hungary, also failed to produce una- 
nimity as they attempted to assess guilt in cease-fire viola- 
tions. Chances for a negotiated political settlement in 
South Vietnam through elections foundered when both 
sides entered negotiations with rigid and unrealistic posi- 
tions. Saigon wanted a national referendum immediately 
while GVN influence remained strong. The PRG, however, 
demanded freedom of movement and expression through- 
out South Vietnam that would allow them time to regain 
influence through a series of local elections. Each side 
proposed a scenario that would maximize the prospects of 
its own electoral victory. As a result, the initial proposals 
remained virtually unaltered over the course of the talks. 

The belligerents thus could neither decide on, nor their 
foreign advisers push them into, a new plan for cease-fire. 
With progress toward a peaceful resolution on the battle- 
field halted and the avenue for Communist political ad- 
vantage through a coalition government blocked, it be- 
came obvious to the Politburo that they would once again 
have to turn to force of arms. The party's Resolution 21 and 
COSVN's Resolution 12, both formulated by mid-1973, or- 
dered a return to “revolutionary violence” as the path to 
reunification of North and South Vietnam. 

Despite the 1973 redeclaration of war, throughout 1973 
and most of 1974 the North Vietnamese continued to con- 
centrate on the reconstruction of an economy ravaged by 
years of war. Communist strategic planning remained 
formless until the effects of ARVN's growing weakness and 
the diminution of U.S. support became apparent. 

The Communists had only to read the Western papers 
to follow the decline in U.S. support for the South Vietnam- 
ese, whether in dollars or public opinion polls. On May 22, 
1974, the House of Representatives voted not to raise its 
$1.126 billion ceiling for Fiscal Year (FY) 1974 for military 
aid to South Vietnam even though the House Armed Serv- 
ices Committee recommended $1.4 billion. Funding for FY 
1975, which began July 1, 1974, was even worse news for 
South Vietnam. On September 23-24 the House and Sen- 
ate voted for an actual appropriation for Saigon of $700 
million, including shipping costs to South Vietnam. Since 
public opinion was demanding the war be laid to rest, 
Congress seemed unlikely to reverse the trend. 

The decline in aid produced a profound impact on the 
RVNAF when compounded by inflation, increasing world 


prices, and fewer U.S. dollars spent by American serv- 
icemen. The combined effects destroyed the ability of the 
average soldier to produce a subsistence living for his 
family even with a second job, or “moonlighting.” Predict- 
ably, desertions soared and morale plummeted, produc- 
ing a crisis for South Vietnam's President Nguyen Van 
Thieu, whose political support by late 1974 already rested 
almost entirely on the military. Hanoi's leaders, however, 
remained focused primarily on the material ramifications 
of South Vietnam’s fiscal constraints, which they believed 
had forced ARVN to switch to a “poor man's war.” In- 


telligence reports informed the Communists that air and | 


artillery support for ARVN operations fell nearly "60 per- 


cent because of the shortages of bombs and shells” and | 


that mobility had decreased by half because of shortages 
of aircraft, vehicles, and fuel. The General Staff surmised 
that the RVNAF retained the capacity to defend its posi- 


tions but possessed only a limited ability to patrol ag- | 


gressively and launch counterattacks. 

It was thus a combination of factors that prompted 
Hanoi to renew its military offensive against the South. In 
October the Politburo and the Central Military Committee 
met to hear the military's General Staff confirm its new 
strategic combat plan: The NVA would conduct a two- 
year offensive. The 1975 objectives aimed at improving 
their battlefield position by destroying exposed outposts 
and completing supply corridors, while minor attacks kept 
ARVN tied to the defense of urban strongholds. The U.S. 
election year of 1976 would bring with it strong assaults 
against the cities and major garrisons of the South Viet- 
namese. The North gambled that their military efforts 
could either force the South to accept a coalition govern- 
ment or perhaps even gain a total military victory for the 
Communists. As a result, in late October the message 
went out to Hung, Tra, and the other regional command- 
ers in South Vietnam to gather in Hanoi to discuss their 
plans for the new two-year campaign. 





The road to Hanoi 





Tra made the trip “faster and with less hardship” than the 
first time he traveled along Route 559, the original Ho Chi 
Minh Trail. In 1959 the general established the pathway 
as he went south to organize and command an insurgency 


against the GVN. Then the journey had taken him four | 


months. This time it would take him only ten days. As the 
delegation moved along the river routes and paved high- 
ways, their path paralleled strings of telecommunications 
lines and the petroleum pipeline that “crossed streams 


and climbed mountains.” The staff pointed out to each | 


other the pumping stations, machine shops, headquarters, 





and maintenance parks for the 10,000 Chinese- and Rus- | 


sian-made trucks that punctuated the trail. They also 
keenly eyed the 500-man units of soldiers, moving in the 
opposite direction by truck. They were new recruits from 
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Corridor 613 


The North Viemamese opened a sec- 
ond supply corridor into the South to 
support the 1975 offensive. The route 
followed the Truong Son mountain 
range through South Viemam and 
ended less than 100 kilometers from 
Saigon. (Much of the old rouie, the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail, wound through Laos 
and Cambodia.) Down the new roads 
carved out by soldiers and Vanguard 
Youth units poured the tanks, artillery, 
troops, and supplies that allowed the 
Communists to concentrate over- 
whelming numbers against the South 
Vietnamese defenders. 


Left. In the days of American bombing 
attacks, NVA movement south took place 
only at night. Now, troops moved in 
broad daylight down roads in South 
Vietnam itself. Above. North Vietnamese 
flatten a new section of road. Right. 
NVA troops, including a command sec- 
tion with portable radio gear, move 
south. 
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the North earmarked as replacements io flesh out Com- 
munist units to full strength before the new campaigns be- 
gan. Between the troop convoys moved columns of Ural375 
and Zil13] trucks towing large-caliber antiaircraft guns, 
batteries of 122mm and 130mm long-range field guns, 
scores of T54 heavy tanks, and a leavening of powerful 
SA-2 antiaircratt missiles on mobile launchers. 

Even more reassuring for the southern Communists, 
they knew that about 160 kilometers east of the route they 


| traveled, on the opposite side of the Annamite (Truong 


Son) mountain range inside South Vietnam, a new strate- 
gic supply corridor paralleling the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
neared completion after two years of work. To meet the 
early 1975 construction deadline, 30,000 troops and un- 
counted numbers of young men and women members of 
volunteer Vanguard Youth units labored on the route, 
which was called Corridor 613. They prepared the way, 
observed Senior General Van Tien Dung, NVA chief of 
staff, for the “massive amounts of tanks, armored cars, 
rockets, long-range artillery and AA guns” needed at the 
front lines. 

The military committee and General Staff in Hanoi had 
been hoarding these supplies in North Vietnam since the 
big Soviet and Chinese resupply effort that came between 
the end of the 1972 offensive and the signing of the cease- 
fire. After the cease-fire, the amount of Soviet military aid 
decreased, reflecting changes in the thinking of both the 
Soviets and the North Vietnamese. 

Heavy military losses and the destruction of North Viet- 
namese industry brought on by the Communists’ 1972 in- 
vasion of the South and allied retaliatory bombings 
brought the Politburo “doves” into ascendancy, led by 
Truong Chinh, Pham Van Dong, and Le Duc Tho. During 
1973 and early 1974 the nation’s efforts were directed at 
strengthening the North and alleviating some of the war- 
time strains on the citizenry. The DRV asked the Soviets for 
an increase in nonmilitary aid to rebuild roads, railroads, 
communications, and industry. 

Requests for economic assistance fit in well with Soviet 


| goals that aimed at restraining Hanoi's war-making ca- 
| pacity in the interests of Soviet-American détente. While 


seeming to placate the Americans but without abandon- 
ing their Communist allies, the Russians simply lessened 
military shipments while increasing nonmilitary economic 
aid. Henry Kissinger, in maneuvering Moscow to support 
the U.S. cease-fire efforts as national security adviser, had 
promised the Soviets most-favored nation status for trade 
purposes. Such an arrangement would allow the Russians 


| opportunity for expanded commerce with the West, a goal 


the Soviet Union urgently sought to prop up a sagging so- 
cialist economy 

But in late 1974, with Politburo power moving back into 
the hands of the “hawk” faction led by party First Secre- 
tary Le Duan, who had moved from a moderate position, 


| and Senior General Vo Nguyen Giap, Hanoi's leadership 
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began planning new olfensives. To support them the sup- 
plies held in the North were finally released to build the 
NVA's striking power. 

Moving rapidly past the heavy traffic headed south, 
Hung and Tra arrived in Hanoi on November 22, three 
weeks before the official beginning of the Politburo meet- 
ing at which the offensive plans would be finalized. Mem- 
bers of the southern delegation quickly began sounding 
out their friends and allies in the various bureaus and 
committees for information useful in their quest for more 
troops and to solicit support for their own scheme of con- 
quest of the South. | 


COSVN's plan 


From the moment the Politburo notified Tra and Hung of 
the planned offensives to end the war, the pair started de- 
signing a two-part campaign for COSVN. They saw their 
command as the most critical theater in South Vietnam but 
placed in the anomalous position of being the most poorly 
supplied. Although the 1975 offensive was planned as a 
fight preparatory to the main event in 1976, Tra wanted 
enough strength to strike hard in the first year to prevent 
the ARVN from rallying and counterattacking “with the 
support of superior U.S. air and naval power.” Under 
heavy attack, they reasoned, the South Vietnamese forces 
would withdraw into enclaves around the major cities of 
Saigon in the lowlands and Can Tho in the Mekong Delta. 
“In such an event,” Tra declared in his memoirs, “the B-2 
theater would, by itself, have to launch the final attack on 
the enemy's headquarters lair and conclude the war.” But 
to execute such a coup de gräce demanded that Hanoi re- 
lease three or four of the strategic reserve divisions in 
North Vietnam to COSVN as insurance for victory “in the 
tinal battle.” 

A bold strike at Saigon constituted COSVN's strategic 
goal, but in addition it planned a quick tactical maneuver 
in December that also needed approval from the high 
command. Before the main offensive they needed to elimi- 
nate a GVN salient in Phuoc Long Province. It would serve 
both political and military purposes. Five key outposts 
stood northeast of Saigon near the Cambodian border. If 
the ARVN garrisons could be destroyed, stretches of new 
road and highway captured in 1972 would be linked, giv- 
ing the Communists for the first time a corridor inside 
South Vietnam io carry tanks, troops, and fuel trom the 
DMZ to Loc Ninh and beyond. The early attack would also 
serve to tie down ARVN forces, leaving no mobile reserves 
to strike at the vulnerable Communist supply lines and 
troop concentrations so necessary for success in the later 
battles. With a minor military investment the B-2 troops 
could keep the government soldiers off balance while al- 
lowing the NVA to husband its major units, heavy weap- 
ons, food, and munitions for 1975-76. 

Politically, the capture of Phuoc Long would give the 
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Throughout the French and American 
wars in Vietnam, General Vo Nguyen 
Giap was recognized as the commander 
and architect oí the Communist armed 
forces. After the Vietminh's victory at Dien 
Bien Phu in 1954, Giap became a subject 
of international regard. He had proven to 
be a planning and logistical expert and 
had shown great tactical and organiza- 
tional versatility in switching from guer- 
rilla warfare to large-scale offensives. 
The general maintained his reputation for 
military genius through the years of fight- 
ing against the Americans, even though, 
as Giap admitted to reporter Oriana Fal- 
laci, by early 1969 his methods had cost 
the North Vietnamese 600,000 men and 
an end to the war was not yet in sight. 

Giap's successes were not entirely of 
his own making. In the commander in 
chief's shadow labored General Van Tien 
Dung, leader of one of the Vietminh’s first 
divisions and the army's chief of staff 
since 1953. Like Giap, Dung had been 
exiled in China during World War H and, 
also like Giap, had been given by Ho Chi 
Minh the task of organizing the Vietminh 
military arm. The years of combat that fol- 
lowed made both generals firm believers 
in the thesis that while guerrilla tactics 
could prolong a war and limit losses, the 
key to victory was the use of regular army 
forces capable of waging major battles. 

Dung, the only NVA four-star general 
besides the commander in chief, if not the 
actual author of Giap’s plans was most 
responsible for carrying them out. He or- 
chestrated battlefield maneuvers and 
marshaled the necessary supplies, arms, 
munitions, and men. He was also the 
prime mover in transforming the NVA into 
a modern military machine between 1968 
and 1972. For his efforts, Dung became, at 
age fifty-six, the youngest full member of 
the Politburo in 1973. 

After Giap was stricken with Hodg- 
kin's disease in 1973, the commander in 
chief was relegated to mainly ceremonial 
tasks while actual command of the army 
fell to his protégé, Dung. In the two years 
after the Paris cease-fire, the chief of statt 
rebuilt the formidable North Vietnamese 
military machine. At the same time Dung 
put many of the North’s soldiers to work 
improving and expanding an extensive 
network of roads leading from the supply 
depots of Hanoi to deep inside South Viet- 


nam. The products of his efforts were a | 
northern militia of 200,000 men to protect | 
the home front and an expeditionary 
force of twenty-two divisions backed by 
hundreds of Soviet and Chinese tanks, 
long-range artillery, large-caliber anti- 
aircraft guns, and a variety of missiles. 
Perhaps even more crucial than its sheer 
firepower and numerical strength was | 
this force's mobility; it could strike any- | 
where in South Vietnam within a matter 
of weeks, perhaps even days. 

After addressing the problems of logis- | 
tics, arms, and manpower, Dung turned | 
his attention to reorganization. In the 1972 
Communist offensive, the North Viemam- | 
ese applied the lessons they had been | 
taught in Soviet armor and artillery | 


schools, North Viemamese tanks, artillery, 
and antiaircraft units fought alongside the 
infantry but with each branch under its 
own independent command. As a result, 
the infantry sometimes had to attack with- | 
out artillery preparation and the tanks | 
without infantry support. The U.S. and | 
South Vietnam took advantage of the lack 
of tactical coordination and inflicted 
heavy losses on NVA men and equip- 
ment. 

Dung was determined not to repeat 
these mistakes. For the offensive planned 
for 1975-76, the general consolidated | 
many of the independent regiments into 
divisions capable of fighting larger, 
longer battles. He then redesigned the 
chain of command to place infantry, artil- 
lery, tanks, and antiaircraft within the | 
control of these divisional commands. A 
division or corps (two or more divisions) | 
commander could now move all his units 
mto the fight quickly and where most 
needed without having to go through a 
long and cumbersome chain of command 
for approval. 

The first test for Dung and his newly 
organized army was to be the battles for 
Phuoc Long Province during the winter of | 
1974-75. Under Lieutenant General Tran 
Van Tra, the NVA 2d Corps, closely sup- 
ported by well-trained tank and artillery 
units carefully parceled out by the Gen- 
eral Staff, struck quickly into the ARVN 
defenses and overwhelmed them before 
reinforcements could arrive. These tactics 
were to be repeated on a larger scale in 
March, April, and May as the Communist 
armies swept south. 





Communists control of their only GVN provincial capital 
and make mockery of President Thieu’s policy of surren- 
dering no territory to the enemy. If this bulwark of his pol- 
| icy were breached, the legitimacy of Thieu's other policies, 
| such as no recognition, no cooperation, and no negotiation 
with the Communists, would also be shaken. Lastly, a lim- 
| ited attack so near Saigon would constitute one final test 
of the American will to respond before larger numbers of 
Communist forces were committed to an all-out offensive. 
But soon after its arrival in Hanoi, the southern delega- 
tion discovered that severe obstacles stood in the way of 
its plans and hopes for the heavy reinforcement of 
COSVN. From the senior operations officer of the NVA's 
General Statf, Tra learned that weapons and ammunition, 
especially big guns ond heavy tanks, remained in short 
supply. lt appeared that most were slated for B-3 (central 
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In the first phase of the 1975 offensive, shown 
on this map, the Communists pinched out the 
GVN salient in Phuoc Long Province and 
linked their supply routes north of Saigon 














highlands) and B-4 (DMZ area) theater forces, which were 
directly controlled by Hanoi. COSVN's B-2 Front, the del- 
egation realized, would have to make do with the 105mm 
and 155mm howitzers and the M41 tanks and M113 ar- 
mored vehicles captured from the South Vietnamese, in- 
stead of new Soviet equipment. Another unsettling discov- 
ery concerned the availability of troops. Hanoi's plans set 
aside 40 percent of COSVN's infantry for operations in the 
Mekong Delta. The General Staff intended to limit the 
southerners to minor attacks. COSVN’s striking power 
was to be held in reserve for 1976. 

“Anxious and worried,” the military commander of 
COSVN realized that despite the ambitious rhetoric of the 
Politburo's October Resolution, his plans for vigorous at- 
tacks around Saigon were not those of the General Staff. 
Nor were they sanctioned by the chief of staff, Senior Gen- 
eral Van Tien Dung, the protégé and successor to General 
Vo Nguyen Giap as the operational commander of the 
NVA. General Dung was, at fifty-eight, the youngest 
member of the Politburo and the only living member to 
have risen from peasant origins to power. Although he 
agreed with Le Duan that the Americans, now militarily 
out of South Vietnam, would be reluctant to “jump back 
in,” the chief of staff planned to conduct a cautious offen- 
sive. Minor attacks by Tra’s command around Saigon and 
in the Mekong Delta were to rivet ARVN's attention in the 
south while the NVA's main blows fell on the central high- 
lands amd just below the DMZ. 

Disappointed by the General Staff's preliminary plan, 
COSVN's representatives began to lobby the Politburo 
members. But their efforts ran into an immediate rebuff 
when a personal appeal! by Hung and Tra to Le Duc Tho 
failed, Tho told them that men, munitions, and equipment 
must be conserved for the final assault in 1976 since the 
Soviet Union continued to control the shipment of military 
supplies. "The situation abroad is very complicated,” Tho 
diplomatically pointed out, therefore “we must limit the 
fighting in 1975.” 





Be certain of victory 





After the interview with Tho, Tra discovered his difficulties 
with the General Staff included objections to his proposal 
for the already scheduled attack on Phuoc Long. While 
reading through a sheaf of messages forwarded from his 
headquarters in the South, the general discovered that 
General Dung had summarily ordered changes in 
COSVN's operational plans. Don Luan, the key town in 
the attack on the province, was not to be taken nor could 
tanks or heavy artillery be used in any of the assaults. In 
addition, Dung diverted the 7th Division and 429th Sapper 
Regiment, about hall of Tra's assault force, to attack out- 
posis in Quang Due Province far to the northwest of 
COSVN's intended targets. 

Tra quickly reported the situation to Pham Hung, and 


the two of them enlisted the aid of Phan Van Dang, a 
member of the standing committee of COSVN, to demand 
a hearing before the General Staff and the military com- 
mission. On December 3 they were allowed to make a 
case for retaining the original Phuoc Long attack plans. 

The trio's argument centered around the contention that 
ARVN, overextended and short on reserves, could counter 
the Communist move into Phuoc Long with no more than a 
single regiment. Furthermore, any large GVN counter- 
attack would be tied to the roads because of the lack of air 
transport. Tra pronounced B-2's troops capable of stop- 
ping any such land-bound relief attempt. Tra then began 
to pressure his superiors by demanding not only that the 
7th Division be returned to him but that additional forces 
be reassigned from the other theaters to apply heavy 
pressure on Saigon itself. Without mentioning the fact that 
southern-commanded troops would be allowed to capture 
the capital, Tra argued that the request was not inspired 
by COSVN parochialism; their plan was actually more 
faithful to the mandate of the October Resolution—"to ex- 
ploit great opportunity”—than that of the General Staff. 

Hung, Tra, and Dang made their points well enough 
that they regained control of the 7th Division. But the deci- 
sion on the Don Luan attack, the most critical element of 
the Phuoc Long offensive, remained unresolved. Equally 
disturbing to the southerners, the military committee an- 
nounced that during the 1975 offensive B-2 would conduct 
relatively minor attacks. The focus of the year's offensive 
would remain the northern half of South Vietnam. 

The COSVN arguments for bold tactics engendered 
more interest among Politburo members than the south- 
erners realized. Originally the DRV's eleven ruling offi- 
cials had accepted the General Staff's conservative plans 
for what appeared to be sound reasons. In 1968 and 1972, 
all-out offensives had diverted resources from rebuilding 
the North and shattered major units of their army. More 
limited attacks to wear down the enemy appeared a less 
costly philosophy of war. It also made sense geographi- 
cally and logistically to concentrate attacks on the north- 
ern provinces of South Vietnam since NVA supply lines 
were shortest there and the terrain offered ease of maneu- 
ver for tanks and heavy artillery. Yet the tactics advocated 
by the southern officers held out the possibility of a 
shortened war. The appeal of the strategy among the Pol- 
itburo members was infectious. If not themselves con- 
vinced to go all out, the Politburo might at least let COSVN 
try out their audacious theories provided that the south- 
erners also accepted all responsibility for failure. 

A few days after the military commission meeting, the 
COSVN leaders were invited by party First Secretary Le 
Duan to meet at his home. After exchanging pleasantries, 
Tra straightforwardly asked Duan, a fellow southerner 
and past advocate of bold offensives, why the attack on 
Don Luan had been called off. Duam replied that he had 
been told by the General Staff that B-2's valuable main 


forces would be thrown into the fight from the beginning. If | 
these attacks turned into major battles the resulting losses | 
in NVA men, munitions, and equipment might cripple | 
COSVN’s striking power for the main 1975 offensive and | 
the big push in 1976. “To attack” Don Luan, Le Duan qf- 
firmed, “would not be appropriate.” | 

Pham Hung and General Tra began to pound at the 
theme of ARVN weakness and the GVN’s inability to rein- 
force the isolated outposts once the major roads of Phuoc | 
Long were cut. Le Duan was apparently making a final | 
test of their conviction since, to their amazement, the first 
secretary relented; the weeks of lobbying had paid off. As 
the voice of the Politburo, Le Duan said, “Go ahead and 
attack.” But the first secretary also added the element of | 
tisk: Failure would not be accepted and their reputations 
would be at stake. “You must be certain of victory,” he 
warned them. 

Tra promptly drafted a message for COSVN ordering | 
the regional command to carry out the attack as originally | 
planned with the ARVN outpost of Don Luan as the first 
target. But Tra's frustrations were not over. The answer 
from his deputy carried the maddening news that the 
tanks and long-range artillery had been pulled out of 
Phuoc Long Province. The troops had also been told of 
Dung's order canceling the attack. To issue yet a third set 
of orders demanded an additional week of preparation; 
the attack could not begin before December 12. Unde- 
terred, Tra ordered the attack forces reformed. “[We] rec- 
ommend that our old plan,” he wired the regional com- 
mand, “be left unchanged.” 





The Russians and a spy 





While the COSVN delegation fretted over launching its 
December attack, the preliminary meetings in Hanoi 
ended, and on December 18 the members of the Politburo 
began the 23d Plenum of the Central Committee of the Lao 
Dong party to endorse all the plans negotiated in the pre- 
ceding weeks. In a surprise to many outside the Politburo, 
sitting down with them was General Viktor Kulikov, chief 
of the Soviet armed forces, who had just arrived from Mos- 
cow. The last time a high-ranking Soviet official visited 
Hanoi was on the eve of the 1972 offensive. The visit by So- 
viet President Nicolai Podgorny in October 197] “turned 
on the taps” of Soviet military aid, which continued until 
the 1973 cease-fire. In 1974 Hanoi's leaders hoped for an- 
other such torrent. They needed ammunition to supple- 
ment only partly filled magazines as well as a reserve of 
tanks and missiles to exploit any unforeseen military 
breakthroughs. 

Since mid-1973 leaders in Moscow and Peking had re- 
jected North Vietnamese inquiries concerning large 
amounts of new military aid. But now, a year and a half 
later, luck again shifted to the DRV’s side. The Soviets had 
grown furious with the U.S. because Congress had vetoed 
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| Kissinger's agreement designating them, for trade pur- 
poses, a “most favored nation.” When the trade bill came 
before Congress in the fall of 1974, a group of senators led 
by Henry Jackson, a presidential hopeful, attached an 
amendment linking approval of the bill to a relaxation of 
emigration quotas for Soviet Jews. Almost at the same 
time, amendments were put forward limiting loans to the 
Soviet Union. The bill, with amendments, would not be 
| signed into law until January 3, 1975, but it was obvious 
well before then that the Soviets would not accept any ma- 
nipulation of their internal atfairs. As Secretary of State 
Kissinger pointed out, with classic understatement, "The 
Soviet Union was not induced to behave in a more reason- 
| able manner.” 

General Kulikov arrived in Hanoi that December with 
encouraging words for the North Vietnamese. He not only 
endorsed the DRV's planned offensive but also thought 
that, since the U.S. Congress seemed unlikely to grant any 
additional economic or military assistance to Saigon, now 

| was the time to strike. To back up his rhetoric, shipments 
of arms to North Vietnam quadrupled in January, Febru- 
ary, and March. 
Two days alter Kulikov’s appearance before the 23d 
Plenum, the North Vietnamese received a second windfall. 
A spy reported that on December 9-10 President Thieu 
and his military commanders met in Independence Palace 
to try and anticipate the Communist actions for the 1974- 
75 dry season. They judged the attacks would occur in the 
Mekong Delta and the central highlands but would not 
comprise an offensive on the scale of 1968 or 1972. They 
believed that the NVA remained too weak to take and 
hold large towns and cities. In the area around Saigon the 

GVN anticipated only an attack in the west near Tay Ninh 

not far from the Cambodian border. They predicted the at- 
| tacks were to start just before or after Tet in early Febru- 
ary and that they would continue sporadically until the 
monsoons began in June. The ARVN high command also 
decided not to reinforce the western highlands but to be- 
gin forming a strategic reserve for the defense of the Sai- 
gon area. 

Unknown to the South Vietnamese, an agent of the 
North was either in the room or had access to the records 
of the meeting. In less than two weeks, on December 20, 
accurate accounts of the discussion and resulting deci- 
sions of the GVN leaders were in the hands of NVA Gen- 
eral Dung. It is a great moment for any commander when 
he can determine his enemy's plans while keeping his 
own shrouded in secrecy. Now the Communists had such 
an advantage and with it they could define their still 
amorphous plans for the 1975 and 1976 oitensives. But well 
before the Communists finished their twenty-day debate 
to hammer out the details for the next two years, they 
would also have the evidence from the battle of Phuoc 
Long Province, now already underway in South Vietnam, 
to consider 
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The first move 

The COSVN leaders, running the Phuoc Long offensive 
from Hanoi through their deputies, had launched the ini- 
tial attacks on December 13. The five South Vietnamese 
outposts in the province were important because they lay 
across the east-west and north-south supply lines used by 
the NVA in the Saigon area. While an obstacle to the 
Communists, their location placed them far north of the 
main South Vietnamese defense line in Military Region 3. 
Major concentrations of COSVN infantry and special 
units, such as the M-26 Armor Command, bordered 
ARVN's position on three sides. The government soldiers 
had as their only links to outside help Route 14 to the south 
and an airfield big enough to land C-130 tramsports at the 
capital city of Phuoc Binh (also known as Song Be or 
Phuoc Long City) almost in the center of the province and 
about 110 kilometers northeast of the nation’s capital (see 
map, page 11). The forces in the government salient kept 
enough ammunition stored for a week of intensive combat 
before they required resupply. 

A week before the Phuoc Long attack, Tra struck in the 
west at Tay Ninh to attract any ARVN reserves away from 
his main battlefield. The move fulfilled ARVN expectations 
and focused attention far from their eastern flank. On De- 
cember 13 (the date predicted by Tra’s assistant), Base 
and newly formed 3d Divisions struck hard, capturing Bo 
Duc and Duc Phong the next day. Don Luam, held by a Re- 
gional Force battalion of about 350 men, survived the ini- 
tial assault, but Route 14 beyond the town was closed by 
the Communists. The ARVN forces at Phuoc Binh man- 
aged to launch a counterattack toward Bo Duc, but as 
they did so the NVA struck behind them capturing Fire- 
base Bunard and its four 105mm howitzers. The South Viet- 
namese air force began flying in replacement artillery 
and taking out civilians, but soon NVA artillery fire de- 
siroyed a C-130, damaged a second, and closed the air- 
field at Phuoc Binh. By December 22 the remaining ARVN 
garrisons were cut off. 

In Bien Hoa the III Corps commander, Lieutenant Gen- 
eral Du Quoc Dong, newly appointed in November, 
weighed the attacks at Tay Ninh in the west against those 
at Phuoc Long to the northeast. With his major units tied to 
their defensive positions, and the Airborne and Marine Di- 
visions, the nation’s strategic reserve, still in I Corps, Gen- 
eral Dong possessed only a few battalions of reinforce- 
ments. Dong decided that these had to be saved to defend 
the more important city of Tay Ninh, the keystone of Sai- 
gon's defense. He sent only one battalion to reinforce 
Phuoc Binh, a smaller force than even Tra had anticipated. 

Nevertheless, the implications of losing a province capi- 
tal, especially when the South Vietnamese were already 
discouraged by shrinking U.S. aid and support, was not 
wasted on General Dong. With his own III Corps reserves 
gone, he cornered President Thieu’s assistant for security 














affairs, Dang Van Quang, and insisted that to save Phuoc 
Long he needed at least part of the Airborne Division that 
currently was in the lines north of Da Nang. 

Thieu's decision must have been an agonizing one. All 
the tactical and logistical weaknesses of the RVNAF had 
finally caught up with the president's policy of no retreat. 
Either he shifted some of his overextended troops to Phuoc 
Long, which would endanger the nation's military position 
somewhere else, or he allowed the province to fall, which 
would undermine his political position. On this occasion 
Thieu opted to preserve the precarious military situation 
around Saigon. The single group of Airborne Rangers re- 
maining in the JGS reserve stayed in Saigon and the Air- 
borne Division stayed in 1 Corps. According to Colonel 
William Le Gro, the senior U.S. intelligence officer in 
South Vietnam, Thieu wrote off Phuoc Long with the state- 
ment that “the Airborne was not available and that it 
could not be moved in time anyway.” 





ARVN soldiers in Phuoc Vinh manning the Saigon defense 
perimeter go on alert in January 1975 after the fall of Phuoc 
Long seventy kilometers north put them near the front line. 





The “liberation” of Phuoc Long 





The noose around Phuoc Binh closed a little more tightly 
when the NVA brought up tanks and unleashed a thou- 
sand-round artillery barrage on December 26 to overrun 
the stubbornly held town of Don Luan. At the end of the 
day only the garrison at Phuoc Binh remained. Since ail 
the maneuvering had narrowed the campaign down to 
the final battle, both sides decided to raise their ante on 
January 5. The Joint General Staff (JGS) relented enough 
to send two companies of the 81st Airborne Rangers into 
the fight. The 250 Ramgers, highly skilled in commande op- 
erations, moved in by helicopter early in the day and 
joined the survivors of the city’s other units. But on the op- 
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posite side of ihe battle lines, Le Duan and the Politburo 
allowed Tra to commit more of the precious T54 tanks and 
130mm field-gun batteries. 

The attacking Soviet-built tanks were equipped with 
shields to neutralize the effects of armor-piercing shells. 
As one survivor described the phenomenon: “The enemy 
tanks had something new and strange. Our M-72 rockets 
were unable to knock them out. We hit them; they stopped 
for a while then moved on.” Another ARVN combatant, 
Major Le Tam Dai, watched as his men, despite the NVA's 
four-to-one superiority of forces, climbed onto the backs of 
the buttoned-up tanks in brave attempts to throw hand 
grenades into the hatches. The defenders of Phuoc Binh 
destroyed at least sixteen tanks, but more appeared to 
continue the attack on the city. At midnight, with all their 
heavy guns and communications destroyed by NVA artil- 
lery and while under direct fire from Communist tanks, a 
few hundred survivors of the Rangers and Territorial 
Forces filtered out of their defensive positions into the 
jungle. Eventually 850 of the 5,400 soldiers of various types 
defending Phuoc Long returned to government lines. 





A victory for Tra 





| Tra breathed a sigh of relief on the morning of January 6 


as a wire was read to the members of the 23d Plenum still 
in session in Hanoi. The battle for Phuoc Long was over, 
the messenger read from the dispatch, the 4th Corps sol- 
diers had “killed or captured all of the enemy troops and 
completely liberated Phuoc Long Province.” The Central 
Committee members responded with applause and a 
round of handshaking. After a few minutes, Le Duan 
brought them back to order by elaborating on the ramifi- 
cations of the newly won battles. For the first time the NVA 
had completely “liberated” a province. The conquest 
linked the new supply roads in western South Vietnam 


| and considerably expanded the base areas around Sai- 


gon. But to Le Duan, “more clearly than anything else” the 
Communist victories pointed out the lack of “reaction of 


| the [GVN], and especially the United States.” The South 


Vietnamese did not have the troops to retake outposts, 
and, more importantly, the skies had remained empty of 
American bombers. 

Le Duan concluded the Certral Committee conference 
on January 8. In his closing statements he reiterated the 


| leadership's belief that the U.S. would not return to fight in 


South Vietnam. Even so the NVA must be on guard. If the 
1975-76 offensives did not succeed quickly, the first secre- 


| tary warned, “the United States will intervene to a certain 


extent to save the puppets from total defeat,” though as to 
when and in what way they were uncertain. 





| prepare to fly to the relief of the embattled garrison at the city 


of Phuoc Binh on January 6 


20 

















21 














As Comrade Pham Hung and General Tra drove back 
down Route 559 io COSVN headquarters in Loc Ninh, they 
garnered some satisfaction from their role in winning ap- 
proval for the capture of all Phuoc Long Province. How- 
ever, they also realized the fate of the 1975 offensive now 


| rested in the hands of General Dung and the northern 





branch of the party. The southerners had not altered the 
General Staff decisions to launch the main attacks against 
the central highlands and northern provinces of South 
Vietnam. As the small convoy wound south their cars 
squeezed in among the trucks carrying the 316th NVA Di- 
vision to the central highlands. The gray-haired officers 
were cheered and chanted at by the young soldiers, but 
the two elders of COSVN doubted they would have much 
to do with the next act of the great drama taking place in 
South Vietnam. 


“Take Ban Me Thuot” 


In Hanoi, the Central Military Committee started its meet- 
ing the day after the conclusion of the 23d Plenum and the 
departure of the regional delegations. These deliberations 
were to produce the detailed plans for the offensive. Con- 
servative to a fault, the committee's tactical dispositions for 
the highlands assigned three divisions, heavy tank units, 
and a batialion of the long-range 130mm field guns to take 
the small border town of Duc Lap about fifty kilometers 
southwest of Ban Me Thuot, the capital city of Darlac Prov- 
ince. The General Staff advised that taking Duc Lap 
would lure ARVN forces into battle far from their main 
bases, making them easy targets for the NVA. The high- 
lands attack, linked with other relatively minor territorial 
objectives south of the DMZ and in the Mekong Delta, con- 
stituted the General Staff strategy for the year, The move 
into the highlands would not be followed up until 1976 
when assaulis were scheduled on the traditional targets of 
Kontum and Pleiku. Underscoring a reluctance to in- 
novate, the military had made at least one of these two 


| cities a target of every major North Vietnamese offensive 


of the war. 

But while the General Stalf myopically detailed its pre- 
Phuoc Long plans, the members of the Politburo, led by Le 
Duan and Le Duc Tho, now united by COSVN's victory 
and new Soviet aid, were considering the changing situa- 
tion that confronted their forces. With the completion of the 
Truong Son logistics corridor, troops and supplies moved 
swiltly toward the battlefields of South Vietnam, giving the 


| NVA more tactical mobility than ever before. The ARVN, 


conversely, had proven themselves unable even to rein- 
force their outposts, much less recapture them once fallen. 
The loss of an entire province for the first time since the 
start of the Second Indochina War, whatever the rationale 
of the South, severely damaged both South Vietnamese 
morale and Thieu's status as protector of the nation. More 
important, the failure of the United States io respond 
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to the crisis had undermined Thieu's role as the one 
South Vietnamese leader capable of eliciting American 
support. 

Ironically, now that Tra had departed, his pleas for a 
more aggressive offensive were being heeded. As a result 
of their ruminations many of the Politburo members began 
informally to question the use of such a large force on an 
isolated subsector and a few small positions. Why not 
think on a grander scale and strike directly at Ban Me 
Thuot? They possessed intelligence that even though the 
city held strategic importance to both sides, ARVN re- 
garded it as a safe,.rear-area divisional and regimental 
base meriting only a weak defense. Besides offering the 
chance to capture a second province capital, they knew 
that the occupation of Ban Me Thuot would sever Route 21, 
leaving the government forces only the highly vulnerable 
Route 19 and the airfield at Pleiku as avenues for rein- 
forcement or escape from the central highlands. The con- 
quest of Ban Me Thuot in 1975 would make a victory at 
Pleiku in 1976—when the North Vietnamese had planned 
to continue the attack—much more likely. 

The majority ol the Politburo members decided to adopt 
the southerners’ call for boldness. The meeting of the Cen- 
tral Military Committee had only begun on January 9 
when Le Duc Tho walked in and sat down with the com- 
mittee being chaired by the army chief of staff, General 
Dung. Tho told the general that the other Politburo mem- 
bers, including General Giap, felt “ill at ease” because 
the committee had produced no operational plans for an 
attack on Ban Me Thuot. Therefore, Tho had been sent to 
prod them into action by asking, “If we have nearly five 
divisions in the Central Highlands but can't take Ban Me 
Thuot, where are we?” Informally, members ol the military 
committee had resisted changing their plans, but the Polit- 
buro's directive left them little choice. An assault on Ban 
Me Thuot was quickly made part of the 1975 offensive with 
the code name Campaign 275. 

Dung immediately dispatched orders for the senior offi- 
cers in the highlands to begin scouting Ban Me Thuot, but 
the Politburo spokesman held yet another surprise for the 
general. Perhaps to show solidarity among senior DRV of- 
ficials or to assure wholehearted support of the campaign 
that initially lacked Dung’s endorsement, Tho and Le 
Duan ordered the chief of staff to direct the operation per- 
sonally. “On behalf of the Political Bureau, the Central 
Military Committee, and the General Command,” Dung 
prepared to head south to lead from the battlefield, taking 
with him the final words of First Secretary Le Duan at the 
23d Plenum: “Never have we had military and political 
conditions so perlect or a strategic advantage so great as 
we have now.” 





An NVA soldier directs a convoy on the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
toward battlefields in South Vietnam. 

















Tine ml. 


During the second week of Jemuary, South Viet- 
nam’s senior military advisers on the Joint Gen- 
eral Staff searched desperately for a solution to 
their dilemma. At the moment of crisis in the 
battle for Phuoc Long, their commander in chief's 
guiding strategy of “no retreat” had been cast 
aside and em entire province was allowed to fall 

to em ovor-strengthening Communist foe. Al- 

though the loss demoralized the JGS, the implied 
‚chemge in policy was welcome. Fer years they 
quedadas 





















of increasingly chronic problems. Some of these matters, 
such as planning, leadership, and response to growing 
personal criticism, were within his power to control. Oth- 
ers, like the flow of manpower, supplies, and new U.S. aid, 
he could do little to change. But Thieu made his problems 
more difficult by circumscribing any potential solution 
with his pursuit of an ever more personal rule. Staying in 
power remained an important goal for the president, and 
this desire forced decisions that threatened the nation’s 
very existence. 

The crisis facing the military had been building since 
the American departure two years earlier. Manpower 
was part of the basic problem. Simply too few young 
South Vietnamese were coming of age to fill the ranks of a 
1.1 million-man army that suffered from a high desertion 
rate and endured over 72,000 casualties in 1974 alone. By 
the beginning of January 1975 the RVNAF had shrunk to 
about 996,000 men, among them an undetermined number 
of “ghost soldiers” who existed only on paper. ARVN re- 
lieved some of the demand by shifting rear-echelon sol- 
diers, military police, and guard troops into fighting units 
and by integrating Regional Forces into the regular army. 
These measures strengthened the existing formations, but 
there were still too few fully equipped units to fulfill Thieu's 
pledge to defend every foot of South Vietnam. That task 
required more well-trained ARVN regiments, Marine bri- 
gades, and Ranger groups backed by artillery and tanks. 
But the flow of military supplies from the U.S. was shrink- 


| ing faster than the South Vietnamese army. 


By 1975 it strained the RVNAF budget just to keep 
enough fuel and ammunition on hand to fight a sixty-day 
all-out war. Even if fuel and ammunition had been plenti- 
ful, the equipment on hand often broke down because the 
technicians and specialized tools required to keep them in 
operation proved insufficient for the task. The M48 tanks, 
155mm howitzers, CH-47 helicopters, and C-130A trans- 
port aircraft provided the RVNAF with its muscle and mo- 
bility. But a limited ability to maintain the equipment cur- 
tailed their effectiveness and value in battle. Tank engines 
needed regular rebuilding, artillery recoit mechanisms re- 
quired knowledgeable adjustments, and the helicopters 
would not fly without constant skilled attention. The early 
model C-130s available to the Vietnamese, discarded 
from U.S. reserve units, suffered from cracked wing spars, 
fuel leaks, and a shortage of spare parts. 

The U.S.-taught philosophy of combat dictated a fast- 
moving, hard-hitting army with all its equipment oper- 
ational that could counter an enemy thrust anywhere and 
overwhelm it with firepower. This method also suited 
Thieu who in his "Four No's” (no retreat from, no negotia- 





Preceding page. South Vietnamese National Assembly dele- 
gates burn posters of President Thieu in protest of his policies 
in February 1975. To quiet his critics, Thieu replaced more 
than 500 military officers accused of corruption. 
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tions with, no recognition of, and no coalition with the 
Communists) had proclaimed that not a foot of South Viet- 
nam would be ceded to the enemy. His thinly stretched 
army needed every bit of mobility and striking power it 
could muster to defend the nation’s long borders. While 
initially successful, by 1974 this hard-fighting approach 
had produced severe strains on the military. Strategists 
had warned that cm attrition strategy would not work 
against a superior enemy force. As the battle for Phuoc 
Long had demonstrated, manpower, supply, and logistics 
demands had finally undermined Thieu's strategy. Still, 
even with shortages, sufficient resources remained to 
mount a stout defense if there was innovative planning 
from the JGS and inspired leadership from the senior field 
commanders. Events and indecision militated against 
such a solution. 





A search for leadership 


Thieu's most vocal critics had continued to accuse many of 
his most loyal government and military officials of corrup- 
tion. To mollify the critics and to defuse growing discontent 
with his regime, the president had chosen in late 1974 to 
sacrifice some of these loyalists. Beginning in October, 
Thieu had sacked four cabinet ministers, including his 
cousin Hoan Duc Nha, moved three of his corps com- 
manders to training and staff positions, and relieved 400 
other senior officers. Unfortunately for Thieu and the fight- 
ing ability of the ARVN, at least two of the removed corps 
commanders, Lieutenant General Nguyen Van Toan of II 
Corps and Lieutenant General Nguyen Vinh Nghi of IV 
Corps, were proven leaders, popular with their troops, 
and versatile on the battlefield. Their replacements, while 
untainted by corruption, were militarily unproven. One of 
them was II] Corps commander Lieutenant General Du 
Quoc Dong, whose ineffectual defense lost Phuoc Long, 
most of his troops, and at least twenty VNAF aircraft, in- 
cluding two of the precious C-130s. While Dong suffered 
from Thieu's intervention into command decisions during 
the defense, he made litile effort even within his pre- 
rogatives to innovate tactics. Instead, he had mutely con- 
sented to Thieu’s unexpected decision not to reinforce. 

If Thieu or Dong had chosen to withdraw before the at- 
tack on Phuoc Long, the ARVN troops there could have 
been saved, albeit at the political expense of abrogating 
the Four No's. But the military decision neither to with- 
draw nor reinforce entailed both military and political 
sacrifices. The chairman of the JGS, General Cao Van 
Vien, later itemized the costs of not making a serious at- 
tempi to save the outposts: "People began to lose faith in 
the ability of the armed forces to protect the country. After 
Phuoc Long, many people became skeptical about the in- 
tent of the government and angry people engaged in talk 
about Phuoc Long being sold out to the Communists.” 

By going along with Thieu’s decisions, Dong had sealed 


his own fate. The president's immediate effort to avoid the 
onus of public criticism was a traditional one in the South 
Vietnamese army: General Dong was relieved of com- 
mand. Then, with the encouragement of U.S. Ambassador 
Graham Martin, Thieu had recalled the recently fired 
General Toan from his training command to take on the 
defense of the South Vietnamese heartland. It was not 
without reservation that Thieu rehabilitated Toan. Thieu 
asked Martin whether the general's reputation for corrup- 
tion might make for bad press. Martin replied, “Some 
ladies called on President Lincoln to complain about 
Grant's whiskey drinking. Lincoln said Grant won battles, 
he would have to find out what brand of whiskey Grant 
drank and send a barrel to all his other generals. What 
you need, Mr. President, are some victories. Since Toan 
will fight, maybe he can give you some.” 

Thieu's other hope for military salvation lay with the 
JGS, which numbered among its members some of the na- 
tion's best military minds. But Thieu's silence to the JGS af- 
ter the fall of Phuoc Long confounded the group, which 
was designed to function only at the president's orders. So 
for all their talent and the frequently excellent intelligence 
of enemy intentions at their disposal, the JGS members 
could not issue orders to the corps commanders or even 
debate the president's decisions; they could merely ad- 
vise, and then only when asked. 





JGS takes the initiative 


Despite this institutional weakness and Thieu’s silence, the 
loss of Phuoc Long did spur the JGS into action of a sort. 
“In the absence of specific guidance by the president,” 
said General Vien, “JGS took on itself the task of pre- 
paring for the next enemy move.” They began discussing 
two critical issues: reconstitution of a national mobile 
reserve and a new plan of defense to replace the one- 
dimensional policy of “no surrender ol territory,” which 
had already proven fanciful. 

To defend Saigon, the JGS first formulated a plan to as- 
semble a brigade-sized group of infantry, armor, ond ar- 
tillery from the Mekong Delta forces supplemented by 
small units from the Ranger, infantry, and armor schools 
around the capital. The force could be in action within 
seventy-two hours. They made another decision about re- 
serves that proved to be one ol the most fateful of the war. 
The JGS members recommended, even demanded, of JGS 
Chairman Vien that I Corps be ordered to rearrange its 
forces so that “the Airborne Division could be moved [to 
Saigon] within [three days].” If adopted by Thieu the plan 
would mean the critical enclave that contained Quang Tri 
City, Hue, Da Nang, and Chu Lai could muster only four 
divisions for its defense instead of five, a critical difference 
in an area where the NVA could most easily mass. 

Strategically, the JGS did flesh out some preliminary 
work on a plan to shorten defensive lines after agreeing 





























Two of Thieu's key military advisers, General Cao Van | | 
Vien (top), chairman cf the JGS, and Lieutenant Gen- 
eral Nguyen Van Toan, who commanded III Corps, in- 
cluding the troops defending Saigon 
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among themselves that the armed forces stood a better 
chance if they had less territory to defend. According to 
the JGS chief of staff, Lieutenant General Dong Van 
Khuyen, the idea of “truncation”—the sacrificing of terri- 
tory in order to withdraw to more defensible lines—“had 
been advocated by several South Vietnamese and foreign 
military authorities.” Although the idea of defensive en- 
claves had been around since 1966, the JGS plan for trun- 
cation had as its most direct antecedent a report by Major 
General John Murray, the first head of the U.S. Embassy's 
Defense Attaché’s Office (DAO), which had supplanted 
MACV in March 1973. A logistics expert, Murray had an- 
ticipated the crisis that would face Thieu if U.S. aid de- 
creased. In a report on June 1, 1973, to his superiors in the 
Pentagon he declared, “You can roughly equate cuts in 
support to a loss of real estate.” Ambassador Martin used 
Murray's report to warn Defense Department civilians in 
Washington of the dangers facing South Vietnam, al- 
though he considered such consolidation improbable. “It 
never occurred to me that [Thieu] would have the political 


| courage to do this,” Martin said in a postwar interview. “I 





myself didn’t think a Vietnamese leader could do this and 
survive.” Murray's figures were then passed on to the JGS, 
which drew up its own study and circulated it to senior 
members of Thieu's government. It obviously had an im- 
pact because in early August Prime Minister Tram Thien 


| Khiem warned the I Corps commander that he might have 
| to give up territory to buy time for the rest of the country. 


More significantly, recalled on embassy employee, 
“whenever an American Congressman passed through 
Saigon, [President Thieu] would unfurl it and proclaim 
sadly that ‘this is what will happen if Congress is not more 
forthcoming.’ ” But the JGS committee went no further than 
to prepare a preliminary study. It never established for- 
mal contingency plans for the consolidation of South Viet- 
namese military forces. 

The idea of giving up chunks of South Vietnam without 
a fight required a great deal of preparation, if only be- 
cause of the inevitable political and psychological effects 
on the people and soldiers of the Republic. Thieu, though, 
remained unwilling to prepare the country for such a re- 
treat. The president maintained his silence and therefore 
his de facto opposition to truncation. Two theories have 
been advanced as to why. 

First, some of Thieu's intimates suggest he was so pre- 
occupied with threats of a coup that he could not concen- 
trate on the country's problems. This fear was surely fed 
by the memory of his own role in the coup against former 
President Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963. “During times of crisis,” 
the president's special adviser, Bui Diem, said in a post- 
war interview, “his suspicion was centered on the possi- 
bility of an American-sponsored coup against him per- 
sonally.” General Murray of the DAO confirmed that 
Thieu's fears caused him to make some troop assignments 
with little concern for the nation’s defense needs. Pointing 
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out that the CIA had bugged Independence Palace with 
listening devices, he recalled that at one cabinet meeting 
Thieu was “paranoiac about the coup business.” The 
president asked his inner circle of officials which South 
Vietnamese general the Americans would support in the 
event of a coup. The ministers agreed it would be the I 
Corps commander, Lieutenamt General Ngo Quang 
Truong. “I know this is the reason that Thieu kept those 
best divisions and the best commander up north,” Murray 
said, “because he was afraid of a coup.” General Tran 
Van Don explained that Thieu feared a coup that would 
cost him his life as had happened to President Diem. Air 
Vice Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky, without any command in 
1975, said that Thieu slept in a different room every night 
in order to evade assassins; he anticipated an American 
hand in such an attempt. “He even said,” Vice Marshal Ky 
recalled, " "They may kill me at any time if I do something 
against them.’” 

A second reason given for Thieu’s failure to face the is- 
sue of truncation, however, was rooted, ironically, in a cer- 
tain trust of the Americans. Contradictory as it may seem 
in light of his coup worries, according to Bui Diem, Thieu 
“held the belief that the Americans would never tolerate a 
takeover of South Vietnam by the Communists, at least not 
in the foreseeable future.” Thieu had several reasons to 
believe this to be true. 


Relying on the U.S.A. 


On November 14, 1972, President Richard Nixon had writ- 
ten to Thieu, “You have my absolute assuremce that if 
Hanoi fails to abide by the terms of this agreement it is my 
intention to take swift and severe retaliatory action.” A 
second letter dated January 5, 1973, was even more ex- 
plicit: "We will respond with full force should the settle- 
ment be violated by North Vietnam.” Some U.S. Embassy 
insiders point out that even after Nixon's resignation, Am- 
bassador Martin and other officials continued to maintain 
that the U.S. would provide more aid and perhaps inter- 
vene with armed forces if the North Vietnamese Army 
launched am all-out attack. 

Influential American visitors also seemed to confirm 
Thieu's trust in U.S. support. Major General Homer Smith, 
Murray's successor as defense attaché, observed that, “In 
nearly every case when a high-ranking Americam visited 
Saigon, the message was the same; to wit, every attempt 
would be made to secure supplemental appropriations. 
... Hearing this, the Joint General Staff and other higher 
officers ... believed that the chances were very good that 
[increased aid] would be forthcoming” in an emergency. 
Another boost to the president's confidence came from the 
Americans’ habit of periodically taking senior South Viet- 
namese officers to the United States Support Advisory 
Group/7th Air Force headquarters in Nakhon Phanom, 
Thailand, where they were briefed on the latest contin- 
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gency plans for U.S. air attacks in the event of a North 
Vietnamese invasion. 

Still another explanation of Thieu's unflagging faith in 
the Americans was later offered by PRG Minister of Jus- 
tice Truong Nhu Tang, who understood it in light of the 
“ingrained Confucianism” of Vietnamese culture. “Among 
the very deepest feelings of one raised in a Confucian 
society,” Tang wrote, “is the inhibition against betraying 
those with whom one enjoys a relationship of trust.” While 
Thieu clearly was “betting on the American geopolitical 
investment in South Vietnam ... a relationship of personal 
commitment had been created. Trapped in his Vietnam- 
ese habits of thought, Thieu imagined that this relationship 
must prevail, regardless of apparent political realities and 
logic.” 

While conservatives within the JGS counseled self-re- 
liance and truncation, many South Vietnamese leaders 
believed that the U.S. would support them in a crisis even 
if it was unclear what provocation would be required be- 
fore America would act. Whatever their views of Ameri- 
con trustworthiness, most GVN officials were dismally ig- 


| norant of the realities of the U.S. legislative system. In 


South Vietnam President Thieu was the government; in the 
United States President Gerald Ford was not. 

Had President Ford possessed Thieu's freedom from 
Congressional restraint, he could have moved a U.S. 
naval task force that included the nuclear carrier U.S.S. 
Enterprise into position off the coast of South Vietnam dur- 
ing the battles at Phuoc Long. Instead the fleet sailed to 
Africa while U.S. officials hurried to deny that any U.S. 
military activity was aimed at Vietnam and issued a state- 
ment on March 7 saying only that the president was con- 


| cerned and “watching the situation closely.” Four days 
| later the U.S. issued its official response to the Phuoc Long 


offensive: a note of protest sent to the secretary-general of 
the United Nations. The document charged North Viemam 
with “flagrant violation” of the cease-fire agreements. 


' Produced by the State Department, the protest detailed a 


long list of transgressions including the NVA build-up of 


_men and supplies and the improvements of their logistics 


system of roads. 

Reasons for such a mild response abounded. At the 
time the Communists took Phuoc Long in January, Presi- 
dent Ford had been in office only five months. The loss of a 
strategically unimportant handful of outposts in South 
Vietnam could easily be ignored when weighed against 
crises elsewhere in Southeast Asia, the Middle East, or for 


| that matter, up the street on Capitol Hill. 


Initially fears of further Vietnam crises had been al- 
layed at an emergency meeting on January 7 of the Wash- 
ington Special Action Group, the administration's crisis 
management team, called by Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger. There CIA Director William Colby minimized 
the threats to South Vietnam by quoting a report that ruled 
out the possibility of a Communist offensive in 1975 even 
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though there might be heavy fighting. Accurate as it was 
about the NVA’s initial intentions, what the estimate could 
not report was that these goals were rapidly being out- 
dated by new Politburo decisions. 

Perhaps with this assurance in mind, Ford and Kissin- 
ger allowed continuing problems in the Middle East to 
overshadow events in Southeast Asia. During the winter of 
1974-75, “negotiations between Israel and Egypt about the 
return of the Sinai had reached a dangerous stalemate,” 
the president recalled. To grapple with the problem, Kis- 
singer, the key figure in any decision concerning U.S. ac- 
tion abroad, was preparing for cmother round of shuttle 
diplomacy that would keep him in the Middle East for 
most of February and March. 

Domestically, Ford's administration was already being 
blamed for inaction on unemployment, a rising national 
debt, and the severe energy crisis still affecting the nation 
in the aftermath of the 1973 oil embargo by the Organiza- 
tion of Petroleum Exporting Countries. And the president 
himself was preoccupied with selecting a new cabinet 
and dealing with a CIA wire-tapping scandal. 

But even if attention had been riveted on Indochina, 
Congress had already blocked most of the president's op- 
tions through the passage of the Indochina Prohibition of 
1973 and the War Powers Act in November of 1974. Ford 
later contended that the legislation “severely limited [the 
president's] ability to enforce the peace agreement.” The 
War Powers Act required the president to report to Con- 
gress within forty-eight hours after he ordered troops into 
action abroad or increased the number of foreign-based 
troops equipped for combat. The act also empowered 
Congress to revoke any such presidential order without 
the threat of a White House veto. Realizing he retained 
only a limited amount of leverage on Congress, Ford re- 
fused to test his remaining war-making powers in a hur- 
ried military reaction. He was certainly not going to spend 
political capital before he knew more about the actual sit- 
uation in South Vietnam. “Everyone knew the problems ... 
were serious,” he wrote in his memoirs, “but no one 
seemed to know just how critical they were.” But probably 
the most importemt factor in his reluctance to act militarily 
was knowledge that “the situation in neighboring Cam- 
bodia was even worse. The Khmer Rouge had encircled 
the capital of Phnom Penh and were preparing for the 
kill.“ Until that crisis was resolved, Ford “was not about to 
take a major military action such as renewed bombings.” 


The fight for aid 


The president's other option, then, was to request more aid 
for South Vietnam. Though he did not yet know the Rus- 
sians had decided to quadruple military aid to North Viet- 
nam, Ford was quickly being disabused of any similar in- 
clination of Congress toward South Vietnam or 
Cambodia. In Ford's opinion, the Foreign Assistance Act 








of 1974 cut economic and military aid to South Vietnam 
and Cambodia “to levels that endangered their ability to 
survive as free nations.” In addition to imposing a 31 bil- 
lion ceiling for total military aid to South Vietnam in fiscal 
year 1975, the act limited assistance to Cambodia to $227 
million. Further, it prohibited the president from transfer- 
ring military aid from one country to another. But despite 
his promise of continued support to Thieu in 1974, Ford de- 
cided to swallow the restrictions, take what Congress of- 
fered, and continue the fight for more aid through sub- 
sequent requests. So the president signed the bill. 

On January 8, almost before Ford's ink dried, the White 
House announced it would seek additional military aid for 
Cambodia, Laos, and South Vietnam to fund them through 
the end of the fiscal year in June: $300 million for Viemam 
amd $222 million for Cambodia. Charging that the “other 
side has chosen to violate most of the major provisions of 
this [Paris] accord,” Ford insisted that U.S. unwillingness 
lo provide sufficient assistance would seriously affect 
America’s credibility as an ally throughout the world. Ina 
press conference on January 28, Secretary of State Kissin- 
yer joined Ford's offensive. There he said that “it was the 
belief of those who signed” the Paris accords, "encour- 
aged by the U.S.” that the agreement was only to remove 
American forces and not to end the support of South Viet- 
nam. The president continued the attack on February 26 
when he rhetorically asked a group of journalists, “Are we 
lo deliberately abandon a small country in the midst of its 
ife-and-death struggle?” 

The appeals were not well received. To the majority of 
Americans, the president's request to come to the aid of 
Vietnam revived painful memories of the nation’s step-by- 
step embroilment in the early 1960s. Peaceful demonstra- 
tors holding lighted candles marched past the White 
House to protest the president's aid request, while mail, 
overwhelmingly against the proposal, stacked up in Con- 
gressional offices. Describing the administration’s meas- 
ures as “face-saving,” some congressmen even ques- 
toned the president's sincerity. They cited the failure to 
lobby key congressmen for their support as evidence that 
Ford himself did not really believe he could achieve pas- 
sage of a supplemental aid bill. 

There was, however, another explanation for Ford's be- 
havior. His request came just as the House was com- 
pleting reorganization of the new 94th Congress. Seventy- 
five freshman Democrats had been elected to the House 
the previous November. A series of reforms they undertook 
were to shatter the established patterns of organization 
and seniority. As a result, the small group of predomi- 
nantly southern members who had dominated the key 
Congressional committees and could be counted on to 
“deliver” votes when compromises with the executive 
were needed had virtually disappeared from power. Ex- 
ecutive consultation with Congress thus became far less 
likely to result in an acceptable deal. 


The administration could only hope that legislators har- 
bored doubt about how their constituents would feel later 
should a successful NVA offensive take place. If the law- 
makers did not already sense that Ford was playing on 
this fear, they were alerted to it when Senator Edward 
Kennedy made a string of stinging accusations before the 
Senate on January 3]. The administration was using 
“threats and scare tactics,” he said, to substantiate its aid 
request. "Once again we are hearing the same old argu- 
ments and the same old controversies over the same old 
war. The lingering and bloody conflict deserves more of 
our diplomacy, and not more of our ammunition.” 

In early February, Ford told Chicago Tribune reporters 
he was prepared to stop large-scale military and finan- 
cial aid to South Vietnam within three years if Congress 
would agree to appropriate sufficient funds during that 
period. The president, invoking Ambassador Martin's as- 
surances that with adequate dollars South Viemam would 
survive, cited annual figures of $1.3 billion to Vietnam and 
$497 million to Cambodia in military aid. 

Congressional reaction was swift. Within twenty-four 
hours, eighty-two of the bipartisan Members of Congress 
for Peace Through Law wrote that they saw no “human- 
itarian or national interest” to justify continued aid. Senate 
Majority Leader Mike Mamsfield announced that he was 
“sick and tired of pictures of Indochinese men, women, 
and children being slaughtered by American guns with 
American ammunition in countries in which we have no 
vital interests.” 

Nor was Ford’s cause helped by the fact that the gov- 
ernments of Lon Nol in Cambodia and Thieu in Vietnam 
were invariably depicted by the press as venal, corrupt, 
and incapable of functioning at even the barest level of ef- 
ficiency. Unconvinced of the value of supplemental mili- 
tary aid and weary of the human costs of war, foreign at- 
fairs committees in both the Senate and House determined 
to rein in U.S. policy by exercising their power over the 
purse. Senator Hubert Humphrey stated unequivocally on 
“Face the Nation” that “additional military aid will merely 
prolong the agony” and predicted that his Subcommittee 
on Foreign Aid would vote funds only for food and other 
humanitarian assistance. 


Crisis in Cambodia _ 


While the aid debate continued to fill the air of Washing- 
ton, the climate of crisis in Indochina intensified. Ford's 
decision not to use the limited United States forces in 
Southeast Asia to intervene at Phuoc Long now seemed 
justified because Cambodia finally appeared to be near- 
ing collapse and the forces would be needed to extricate 
Americans from the capital of Phnom Penh. 

That Cambodia, which could never match South Viet- 
nam's strategic interest to the U.S., should demand such 
attention was much the result of the American ambassa- 
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dor to Phnom Penh, John Gunther Dean. Responsible for 
negotiating the Laotian cease-fire, he had provided a 
hard-nosed assessment of events that convinced the State 
Department and President Ford of his good judgment. 
Now Dean pursued relentlessly a goal of publicizing the 
facts about deteriorating conditions in Cambodia. His ac- 
curate, heartfelt reporting ensured that events in Cam- 
bodia overshadowed those in South Vietnam. This intense 
concentration on Cambodia prevailed even though there 
was little hope for a reversal of the government's decline. 

Ambassador Dean had arrived in 1974 hoping for 
“some kind of nonmilitary solution” in Cambodia. After 
| surveying the military situation sufliciently to recognize 
| impending defeat, he suggested immediate negotiations 
| with the Khmer Rouge leader Khieu Samphan. The state 
of the army dictated that Cambodia tind a "compromise 
settlement” quickly even if it entailed forming a govern- 
ment without Lon Nol. Ambassador Graham Martin 
thought that Cambodia was draining away resources 
from Saigon, where U.S. interests really lay. Martin had 
long advocated returning to power the deposed Cam- 
bodian leader, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, from his exile in 
China and urged that this be arranged through the Chi- 
nese. However, Martin was told by the U.S. envoy to Pe- 
king, David Bruce, that Kissinger waited for the Chinese to 
bring up the matter, which they never did. 








Khmer Rouge Offensive 
January 1975 
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As shown here, Khmer Rouge troops first 
struck north of Phnom Penh. Communist 
forces then hit in the south, occupied the 
river banks, and blocked the last surface 
supply tine to the Cambodian capital. 
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But Martin's and Dean's views meant nothing without 
the agreement of their boss, Henry Kissinger. He flatly re- 
jected their ideas. “I knew that Cambodia was doomed,” 
Kissinger wrote in his memoirs. But he also believed that 
the Khmer Rouge would violate any agreement they did 
not block. “Those who sought to end the war by throttling 
Lon Nol,” the secretary of state explained, “thought noth- 
ing could be worse than a continuation of the war” and as 
a result would allow a Communist takeover. But as to Si- 
hanouk’s ability to influence the Khmer Rouge after such a 
takeover, Kissinger quoted as the authority on the subject 
the former Cambodian chief of state himself: “When I 
shall no longer be useful to them [the Khmer Rouge] 
they'll spit me out like a cherry pit.” Journalist Arnold 
Isaacs gave a different interpretation in his book, Without 
Honor. He contended that Kissinger saw the resignation of 
Marshal! Nol as a “bargaining chip” to be traded only if 
the Communists were prepared to make “significant con- 
cessions.” The whole issue was probably moot, however, 
because Lon Nol's forces were reeling at every blow, so 
there seemed little reason for the Khmer Rouge to talk. 

Under heavy pressure from the Communists, Lon Nol's 
Forces Armées Nationales Khméres (FANK) was “very 
much embattled”; it had survived until 1975 only because 
U.S. B-52 strikes, monsoons, and a temporary shutdown of 
North Vietnamese aid to the Communist insurgents had 
halted previous rebel offensives short of victory. Com- 
manded by Lieutenant General Sosthene Fernandez, a 
Cambodian-Filipino, FANK was racked by “lack of re- 
supply, inefficiency, misunderstandings and discontent 
provoked by the conduct of certain senior officers,” ac- 
cording to its last chief of staff, Lieutenant General Sak 
Sutsakhan. There were few field rations issued except dry 
rice. An absence of pay allotments for wives and children 
meant that in order not to starve dependents followed 
FANK even into combat. These problems were com- 
pounded by disagreement between civil and military au- 
thorities. Although the government could siill field a few 
crack brigades, it was primarily American-supplied artil- 
lery that gave FANK the firepower to ward off Khmer 
Rouge blows. According to an official American military 
assessment early in 1975, FANK still existed only because 
“they have outgunned” the Communists. "War weariness 
[was] setting in and it was impossible,” Dean felt in spring 
1975, “to turn this around very drastically.” 





A second front 





By contrast the Khmer Rouge, North Vietnamese trained 
and Chinese equipped, had become a fanatically moti- 
vated 60,000- to 85,000-man army during its five-year his- 
tory. By early 1975 the Khmer Rouge held 80 percent of 
Cambodian territory and was methodically squeezing the 
government into refugee-packed enclaves. They had also 
cut off all ground routes to the capital. 














Because FANK was weak and the Communists were 
strong, the U.S.-initiated offers for negotiation were 
quickly and unequivocally rejected by the Khmer Rouge. 
On New Year's Day the Khmer Rouge lashed out at FANK 
positions around Phnom Penh, catching the government 
forces by surprise and throwing them into confusion. Dur- 
ing the first day, the attackers broke through the FANK 
lines east of Phnom Penh and captured a portion of the 
bank of the Mekong River opposite the capital city. Even 
though the battle lines quickly stabilized, from then on the 
capital came under bombardment from 107mm rockets. 

The attacks also heightened the refugee problem as ci- 
vilians fled to the city from the fighting and Khmer Rouge 
terror. "Reports of insurgents murdering civilians have 
been coming in from all fronts,” reported New York Times 
writer Sydney Schanberg on January 4. In one incident 
within twenty-five kilometers of Phnom Penh, the residents 
of Ang Snuol returned atier a Khmer Rouge attack to find 
their homes burned and forty townspeople bayoneted to 
death. Avowedly basing their revolution on radical princi- 
ples, the Khmer Rouge declared their enmity lor all but 
the peasant class. Evidence confirmed that the insurgents 
were murdering captured soldiers, civil servants, teach- 
ers, and anyone else who, for any number of reasons, 
might be considered counterrevolutionary. 


Khmer Rouge commanders, including Defense Minister Son 
Sen (center) plot their strategy to take Phnom Penh. 





The most damaging blow to the government was yet to 
come. With FANK forces tied down north of the capital, the | 
Khmer Rouge struck in the south. By January 11 they were 
blockading a seventy-five-kilometer section of the Me- | 
kong River stretching from twenty-five kilometers outside 
Phnom Penh to the border with South Vietnam. In so doing 
they surrounded the key garrison town of Neak Luong, 
halfway between the capital and the border, and be- 
sieged its population of 250,000 soldiers, dependents, resi- 
dents, and refugees. The next day a government convoy of 
four ships trying to reach the isolated post from Phnom 
Penh was heavily attacked and turned back. Sydney 
Schanberg reported that “every 15 minutes or so a shell | 
screams down and explodes and another hali-dozen 
people are killed or wounded. It goes on day and night.” 

In addition to their positions on the riverbanks, the 
Khmer Rouge occupied several midchanne! islands in the 
Mekong. From entrenched positions at these critical sites, 
they launched antishipping mines and poured out fire that 
sank more than a dozen vessels trying to run the gauntlet 
to Phnom Penh in January. In one month there were more 
sinkings than in all of 1974. The last convoy reached the 
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capital on January 30. This interdiction of supplies created 
dreadful conditions for the 2.7 million noncombatants who, 
displaced by the war, crowded themselves into the con- 
stricting government positions. 

Air links to Phnom Penh had previously been estab- 
lished by the U.S. Air Force, whose pilots flew rice and 
ammunition from U Tapao, Thailand, to supplement the 
river traffic. The airlift was stopped, however, when Con- 
gress objected to direct U.S. involvement. To replace the 
uniformed air force pilots who had conducted the airlift, | 
the U.S. contracted with five independent airline com- 
panies to fly in the supplies. One of the private airlines, 
Bird Air, simply recruited pilots for whom the air force 
supplied C-130 transport planes, fuel, maintenance, and 
cargo. As the blockade of Phnom Penh continued, flights 
increased to one every half-hour and brought in 700 tons 
of cargo daily. Most of the flights headed for Phnom Penh; 
others airdropped supplies to outposts like Neak Luong. 


The Flynt delegation 


Even though the airlifted supplies stayed ahead of the 
needs of the government forces, the multimillion-dollar op- 
eration quickly ate up the U.S. funds allocated for Cam- 
bodia. Unless the president could win Congressional sup- 
port for a $222 million supplemental aid package to 
Cambodia, the airlift would stop by mid-April. Very 
quickly after that the government army would run out of 
artillery ammunition. Administration officials continued to 
press Congress for more money, arguing that if Lon Nol 
were to be defeated, at least he should have the choice of 
deciding when to quit. On February 3 the president met 
with Congressional leaders and suggested that a delega- | 
tion travel to South Vietnam and Cambodia for an on-the- 
spot appraisal of the countries’ needs for additional mili- 
tary aid. By the end of the month, Congress agreed but 
chose a delegation not entirely meeting Ford's expecta- 
tions. Smaller than the twenty-odd membership that the 
president had suggested, the group was led by Congress- 
man John Flynt of Georgia and included several relatively 
junior legislators. Making the trip were Senator Dewey 
Bartlett of Oklahoma and Representatives Paul McClos- 
key of California, Millicent Fenwick of New Jersey, Wil- 
liam Chappell of Florida, Donald Fraser of Minnesota, 
John Murtha cf Pennsylvania, and Bella Abzug of New 
York. Still, the excursion gave the administration an op- 
portunity to influence Congress, and in Saigon the job of 
doing the persuading was to be borne by possibly the 
staunchest supporter of aid, Graham Martin. 

Martin had been flabbergasted when the Senate and 
House had cut to $700 million an original allocation of $1 











In early 1975 as the Khmer Rouge close in, American-piloted 
aircraft drop supplies to the besieged Cambodian town, 
Neak Luong, on the Mekong River. 
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Members of the Flynt delegation in Southeast 
Asia. Top and right. Bella Abzug and Paul 
McCloskey interview villagers in Cambodia. 
Above. Millicent Fenwick lights up during 
her confrontation with PRG representatives 
over Americans still missing in action. 
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villion for military aid to South Vietnam. Even before the 
severe 1975 budget cuts, the option given to the U.S. by the 
Paris agreement of replacing equipment lost in combat 
was never completely fulfilled because of limited funds. As 
Martin watched U.S. financial support slip away, he rec- 
ognized the threat to the very existence of South Vietnam. 
The government had to support an army of slightly under 
| million part- and full-time soldiers, which cost far more 
than the nation’s economy could ever generate. To give 
the GVN even a chance to survive, Martin argued, the U.S. 
could not end or even reduce aid without giving the South 
Vietnamese ample warning. He was determined to make 
the Congressional delegation aware of these realities 
while they were within his purview. 

At first it appeared that Martin would meet with little 
success. The Congressional visitors arrived on February 
26 “suspicious” of Martin, “hostile” to his staff, and "deter- 
mined to rely as little as possible” on them for advice, as 
embassy-based CIA analyst Frank Snepp wrote later. 
Nor were they happy with what they found while in- 
vestigating the issues of jailed journalists, political prison- 
ers, and civil unrest. Embassy and GVN denials of these 
problems seemed only to make the delegation members 
more distrustful. McCloskey said that the arrest of South 
Viemamese reporters “goes against the grain of every- 
thing Americans believe in.” At a dinner with Thieu they 
so pummeled the president with undiplomatic questions 
that Ambassador Martin later apologized for them. 

The trip worked decidedly against Ford's and Martin's 
interests until just before the delegation left Saigon. Then 
the North Vietnamese themselves managed to turn the tide 
of support. The delegation met with North Vietnamese and 
PRG representatives to the Joint Military Team quartered 
at Camp Davis on Tan Son Nhut Air Base. In front of sev- 
enty-six journalists they had invited, the Communists re- 
fused to discuss America’s missing in action and the re- 
patriation of forty-one bodies of U.S. servicemen. After a 
heated exchange with Representative Flynt, the senior 
PRG representative, Major General Hoang Anh Tuan, de- 
clared the meeting closed. The sharp exchange appears 
to have swayed several of the undecided to support addi- 
tional aid. This inclination was reinforced by a quick side 
trip to Phnom Penh. There, after a tour of a huge center for 
starving, sick refugees, Millicent Fenwick commented, "I 
can't believe this. I've never seen anything like it.” 

Members of the Flynt delegation returned to Capitol 
Hill on March 2 deeply disturbed by what they had seen. 
All but Belia Abzug advocated some military and human- 
itarian aid, reflecting their sense that the United States still 
bore considerable responsibility for the people of those 
countries. They also recommended that Kissinger use his 
influence immediately to encourage Russia and China to 
reduce their aid to the DRV and pressure North Vietnam 
to slow the pace of the fighting. The testimony clearly 
weighed upon the conscience of Congress but did not pro- 


voke immediate passage of an aid bill. 

The slow pace of the democratic process in Washing- 
ton, however, was to prove drastically out of synchro- 
nization with the rapid escalation of the war in Vietnam. I 
the delegation members had looked closely at the fact 
sheets handed to them by DAO representatives as they lett 
Vietnam, they may well have suspected that time was run- 
ning out for the bill to be of use either materially or mor- 
ally. The DAO's intelligence pointed out that North Viet- 
nam had increased its strategic reserve from two divisions | 


to seven. This meant that more than 70,000 additional sol- | 


diers could be deployed immediately to South Vietnam, | 


where 200,000 combat soldiers and 100,000 support troops | 


were already in place. Those divisions could be moved, | 
for instance, from North Vietnam to the plateau that held 
Ban Me Thuot and Pleiku within fifteen days. Once in 
South Vietnam, the infantry units would be supported by 
600-700 tanks, twice as many as possessed by the ARVN; 
400 heavy artillery pieces; 200 large-caliber antiaircraft 
guns; and “many” of the deadly SA-7 missiles. 

As Colonel William Le Gro, the DAO intelligence chief, 
later wrote, the NVA had “never in the history of the war 
been in such a favorable logistical condition,” and it still 
retained its traditional advantage of stealth and surprise. 
Simply, the Communists could match many times over the 
strength of the ARVN troops and firepower at any given 
time and place. The DAO paper also noted ominously that 
the NVA was increasingly active, infiltrating men and sup- 


plies into the South at the highest rate since 1972. The © 


DAO report predicted there would soon be major combat | 


in the northern half of South Vietnam: "The campaign is 
expected to assume country-wide proportions and a num- 
ber of indicators point to the introduction of strategic re- 
serve divisions from NVN [North Vietnam].” The DAO re- 
port reflected the degree to which circumstances had 
changed just since the CIA's January intelligence estimate. 

Among members of the South Vietnamese high com- 
mand there was confusion about the actual significance of 
the Congressional visit and the status of the supplemental 





aid. “The impression lefi behind by the departing visitors | 


was one of pessimism and premonition,” remembered 
General Cao Van Vien. "The atmosphere was charged 
with rumors and speculation, all detrimental to the na- 
tional cause.” Thieu was deeply affected by his encounter 
with the visitors, whose behavior, Vien observed, gener- 


ated in the president for the first time the idea that hopes | 


for further American aid might prove fruitless. Yet Amer- 
ica’s most powerful officials, Ford and Kissinger, sup- 
ported the requests for supplemental aid to a country for 
which more than 50,000 Americans had died. How could 
more aid not be approved? Whatever the merits of the 
various arguments, there was scant time left to debate. 
And whether the South Vietnamese were prepared or not, 
they were on their own, with no extra aid and no thunder- 
ing fleets of B-52 bombers. 
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Strangulation 





In mid-Jamuary 1975, Khmer Rouge insur- 
gents began a daily rocket barrage ol 
Phnom Penh. While some fell harmlessly 
in empty fields, others landed in crowded 
streets and markets where they killed, on 
average, a dozen or more people a day. 

The 107mm rockets the Khmer Rouge 
used were weapons of terror. The crude 
Chinese-made rounds exploded into 
thousands of jagged two-inch fragments, 
which could not penetrate anything more 
sofid than a thatch hut. Consequently, 
they were ineffective against dug-in 
troops or military targets. But fired into 
Phnom Penh from positions as close as 
five kilometers away from the center of 
the city, they were terrifyingly effective 
against civilians going about their daily 
chores, One morning in March, a rocket 
slammed into a fruit market killing seven 
people; four hours tater another landed in 
a crowded street in front of the Monerom 
Hotel, killing eleven people instantly, 
wounding a dozen more. 

Despite the horror that such rockets 
produced, many residents of Phnom Penh 
steadfastly refused to alter their lives. The 
wealthy still lounged about the cafés and 
dined at the Venise Restaurant. The aver- 
age citizen, crushed by poverty and hun- 
ger, seemed to have more pressing con- 
cerns. “I am not afraid,” said a disabled 
government soldier selling parking tokens 
outside the central market. “With my 
physical condition and the hardships of 
my lamily, I don't think about the rockets.” 


In the heart of Phnom Penh, panic-str 
‘over from a Khmer Rou 


ı February 25, 1975 
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A futile defense 


Phnom Penh’s defense perimeter carved 
out a rough are swinging from north of 
the city to the west and then around to the 
southwest. Government forces struck 
north but ultimately failed to break 
through the surrounding Communist in- 
| surgents. One key to the weakened gov- 
ernment resistance was a shortage of 
| manpower. Most of the battalions in the 
. shrinking Phnom Penh defense lines were 
| fighting with less than 100 men, although 
their paper strength indicated 300. To 
compound this deficiency, FANK soldiers 
suffered great hardship. “I tell you 
frankly,” said a government general, “our 
army is the poorest in the world—poorly 
fed, poorly clothed, poorly paid.” 
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Above. In March, government paratroopers 
defend Prek Phnou, a crucial link in the 
capital's deteriorating defense perimeter. 


Right. Cambodian government troops in- 
spec! the bodies of seventy-eight Khmer 
Rouge soldiers killed in a major Commu- 
nist offensive near a strategic village in 
Kompong Seila Province, 128 kilometers 
north of Phnom Penh 











The Mekong River blockade 


All ground routes leading into the capital 
were completely cut off by late 1973, so 
the Mekong River attained great impor- 
tance as the principal supply line into the 
city. In 1973 and 1974 barges and tugs 
passing through Communist-held terri- 
tory suffered only minor losses as they 
brought in some 60,000 tons of civilian 
and military provisions each month. But 
in the first days of the 1975 dry season of- 
fensive, supply cratt from South Vietnam 
were forced to run a gauntlet ol fire along 
the Mekong's narrowed channel. More 
than a dozen freighters, tankers, and 
barges were sunk in January alone, eas- 
ily surpassing the number lost in all ol 
1974. 

Unless crucial checkpoints were re- 
taken, convoys would no longer be able 
to pass through to the besieged capital. 
With this in mind, government lorces 
launched a clearing operation in Febru- 
ary. Unfortunately, since a number of 
units had been recently shifted north of 
Phnom Penh to counter renewed insur- 
gent pressure, the Mekong forces were 
critically under strength. The troops suf- 
fered high casualties in repeated assaults 
on Communist riverbank positions, Sev- 
boats were sunk as they tried to 
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The civilian’s plight 


Alter five years of internecine warfare be- 
tween government forces and the Khmer 
Rouge, Cambodia had become a nation 
where civilian suffering was the rule 
rather than the exception. Children 
starved to death in the capital. Desper- 
ately ill refugees lined up at “free” clinics 
only to discover that vast shortages of 
medicine compelled doctors to charge for 
essential drugs. The government's re- 
sponse to the plight of Cambodian war 
victims was grievously inadequate, un- 
dermined by the decay of the Republic's 
economy and political institutions. USAID 
and various international agencies, in- 
cluding CARE and the Red Cross, at- 
tempted to alleviate these conditions by 
expanding relief programs in 1975. But 
by then, the extraordinary scope of the 
problems overwhelmed even their best ef- 
forts. 


Left. A father cradles his badly wounded 
child, hit by shrapnel during a rocket at- 
tack on downtown Phnom Penh, March 24 


Below. A Cambodian child shows the rav- 
ages of malnutrition. According to statistics 
of the Cambodian National Nutrition Serv- 
ice, an average two-year-old in January 
1975 weighed nearly one-third less than a 
two-year-old before the war. 
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Campaign 275 


In the weeks following the battles for Phuoc 
Long, em uneasy lull settled over South Vietnam. 
Still, few observers deluded themselves into be- 
lieving the North Vietnamose had given up the 
offensive. Heavy traffic, spotted by U.S. satellites 
and high-altitude reconnaissance flights, flowed 
down NVA supply roads and obviously per- 
tended trouble. Near the battlefields, however, 
NVA forces had taken great pains te conceal 
their movements. As a result, the timing. strength, 
emd direction of their offensive remained a mys- 
tery to South Vietnamese and U.S, intelligence. 

‚By cerly March the scrub land south of the 
DE cone Di: TEN e Contini bighlemds 











capital of Darlac Province and the main target of the cam- 
paign. To win this prize Dung prepared to field "5.5 sol- 
diers to the enemy's 1,” 20 percent more tanks, and more 
than double the artillery. 





Dung takes command 





The army led by Dung was vastly improved over that of 
1968 or even 1972. The units moved to the front by trucks 
carrying plenty of prepared rations and, in some cases, 
heavy guns and shells made by North Vietnam's own nas- 
cent armaments industry. The trucks moved “bumper to 
bumper in a long, endless line,” Dung recalled, “like a 
great waterfall rushing out to the front.” To speed move- 
ment of this growing NVA force, a new local road network 
linked the Ho Chi Minh Trail and the Truong Son logistics 
corridor to the Communist assembly areas around Ban 
Me Thuot. The new roads made it possible to concentrate 
quickly against weak spots in the ARVN defense. The 
NVA troops assembled about thirty kilometers from their 
target to avoid detection. From there they could move 
along the new roads into assault positions close to the 
enemy within hours. 

Through a spider web of telephone lines radiating from 
his command post, Dung mcmeuvered his massing army 
in complete radio silence in order to foil the South Viet- 
namese and American electronic eavesdroppers who con- 
stantly sifted the airways for signs of Communist intent. 
Avoiding wireless chatter, units in transit moved from one 
untapped telephone station to mother, checking at each 
point for new orders. By contrast, the South Vietnamese 
military often communicated with uncoded messages, en- 
abling the NVA's experienced and surprisingly sophis- 
ticated radio intercept units to learn from RVNAF air and 
ground radio transmissions their enemy's every move. 

Dung's plan to attack Ban Me Thuot had taken shape 
during his trip from Hanoi in early February. He applied 
an old and simple formula, one that had served him well. 
As a brigade commander in 1952, Dung had led an attack 
against French Union forces at Phat Diem in North Viet- 
nam. In order to avoid strong enemy defenses on the pe- 
rimeter of town, his troops crept around the strong points, 
moved into the urban center, destroyed the headquarters 
and communications center, and only then turned to strike 
the surrounding outposts from the rear. The tactic was 
named “the blossoming lotus’ since the attack began in 
the center of the enemy, then spread outwards "like a 
flower bud slowly opening its petals.” Now, in 1975, the 
lotus was being cultivated to blossom on a spectacular 
scale. 





Preceding page. Torn between relief at escape and grief for 
those left behind in the central highlands, a weeping mother 
clutches her child as a helicopter bears her away from the 
battle, March 22. 
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Some of the Communists’ decisive advantages came 
from the South Vietnamese and the Americans themselves. 
The U.S. had imbued ARVN with the tactical concept that 
superior mobility would allow them to counter any Com- 
munist attack. Many senior officers had failed to grapple 
with the fact that this concept had been made unworkable 
by growing shortages of air transport, strategic reserve 
units, and massed firepower, all of which had been 
caused by the cutbacks in U.S. aid. To strengthen the 
South Vietnamese forces in one place now meant weak- 
ening them in another. 

The senior commander of these closely watched ARVN 
II Corps troops guarding the misty highlands was a frail, 
sickly major general, Pham Van Phu. He was imposed on 
the corps by the anticorruption shakeup that had swept 
aside many able commanders, including his predecessor 
General Toan. Toan had listened to the advice of his in- 
telligence officers and, if in doubt about the dispositions of 
the enemy or his own troops, went to the battlefield to see 
the situation for himself. Phu, however, was a commander 
of different ilk. 

The new I] Corps commander brought with him a num- 
ber of personal problems. As a young French colonial offi- 
cer, Phu had been captured at Dien Bien Phu. He vowed 
after that to die rather than face imprisonment again. 
While in prison he developed tuberculosis, which in 1972 
forced him to retire for a year. He was later relegated to a 
training post until his appointment to MR 2 in November 
1974. Although rated an excellent division commander, 
Phu had no experience with larger units. Now Phu’s poor 
health, inexperience, and possibly his fear of capture, kept 
him from emulating Toom’s faith in intelligence, knowledge 
of his own troops’ capabilities, and insight into North Viet- 
namese intentions. 

General Phu had, in fact, heard from his own in- 
telligence and that of the JGS that some sort of dry season 
Communist offensive was building. New northern units 
were arriving, and these troops appeared to be moving 
around in the central highlands. As Phu’s chief of staff, 
Colonel Le Khac Ly, recalled, however, intelligence re- 
ports listed Ban Me Thuot as only one of several possible 
enemy targets. But since there were not troops enough to 
guard all the threatened towns, Phu dismissed the in- 
telligence warning. 

Reasoning that no one was clear about the enemy's ob- 
jectives, Phu decided to continue fulfilling the goals given 
him by President Thieu to defend the main cities of the 
highlands, Pleiku and Kontum, cmd to keep Route 19 from 
Pleiku to the coast open until evidence or events necessi- 
tated a change of tactics. In early March a visiting military 
liaison officer from the U.S. Embassy discussed with Phu 
reports that the NVA 3]6th Division was in Cambodia just 
southwest of Ban Me Thuot. Phu listened and was ob- 
viously worried, but he “seemed so possessed with the 
mission of keeping Route 19 open” that he ignored the op- 


portunity—or need—to reinforce other targets. He was 
“much more concerned about reports of NVA units in the 
vicinity of Pleiku.” Rather than thin out his troops any fur- 
ther, Phu chose to rely on the mobility offered by the road 
system and his fleet of CH-47 Chinook helicopters, little 
realizing that VNAF maintenance operated far less effi- 
ciently than under the U.S. system that had been in place 
when he last commanded in the field. Because of a lack of 
trained technicians and replacement parts, the stress of 
combat operations would make it difficult, if not impos- 
sible, to keep the aircratt flying for long. 





A ruse 





For all his limitations Phu almost made the right decision. 
In response to a suggestion from the JGS in early March, 
following new intelligence reports of NVA units con- 
verging on the Darlac capital city, the general ordered 
two regiments of the 23d Division in Pleiku to move to Ban 
Me Thuot, where only two battalions defended the division 
headquarters, supply depots, and military dependents. 
But that fortuitous order was quickly rescinded when it 
was reported that the Communist 320th NVA Division 
broke radio silence and its headquarters radio was again 
transmitting from its old position west of Pleiku. To the 
ARVN general it seemed clear that the 320th could not be 
closing in on Ban Me Thuot if its headquarters was oper- 
ating 150 kilometers to the north. If intelligence was wrong 
about the 320th, and if the 316th was stil! sitting in Cam- 
bodia, that left only the 10th unaccounted for. Even if the 
10th was in position to attack the two ARVN battalions and 
the 23d Division headquarters troops dug in at Ban Me 
Thuot, surely it could be held until reinforcements could be 
rushed by convoy or helicopter from Pleiku. Meanwhile, 
the ARVN regiments could stay in their strongholds 
around Pleiku, Kontum, and along Route 19, their life line 
to the coast. Phu believed that an attack on Ban Me Thuot 
would only be a diversion for the main assault planned for 
those traditional targets in the northern highlands. Phu 
told his chief of staff that the terrain around the two big 
cities was perfect for the enemy to deploy his superior 
tank force. 

It must have afforded Phu some satisfaction that the ini- 
tial attacks came precisely where he had predicted (see 
map, page 50). On March 1 the 968th NVA Division struck 
the government outposts west of Pleiku in what seemed to 
be an opening thrust toward the province capital. Three 
days later two big Communist units north of Route 19 blew 
up several bridges and laid siege to firebases along the 
toad while rockets fell on the runways of Pleiku's air base. 
Now certain that the enemy's target was Pleiku, Phu 
pulled more troops into the city's defenses and formed a 
task force of the 4th Ranger Group and 2d Armored Cav- 
alry to move east clearing Route 19. Meanwhile, elements 
of two Ranger groups were sent on sweeps around Kon- 


tum to locate the missing NVA divisions. Ban Me Thuot re- 
mained quiet. The only discomforting news was that Route 
21, the link between Ban Me Thuot and the coast and the 
only major road to the highlands other than Route 19, had 
also been attacked, two bridges blown up, and an outpost 
overrun. 

In the course of one day's fighting the NVA had isolated 
the central highlands, but these roads had been closed 
and reopened before. Phu appeared to retain control of 
the situation and was in no great trouble. Convoys of 
troops could stil! shuttle between Pleiku and Ban Me Thuot 
on Highway 14 to meet any new enemy threat. 

Or so the general thought. Only when it was too late 
did Phu realize that the enemy's radio signals were a trap 
and he had snatched the bait. On March 8 the situation 
began to slip out of South Vietnamese control when the 9th 
Regiment of the 320th NVA Division, hidden only five kilo- 


meters east of Route 14, moved forward and severed the | 


road, completely isolating Ban Me Thuot. The next day | 


elements of the 10th NVA Division captured the ARVN 
Cambodian border outposts at Duc Lap and Dak Song 
before noon and with this blow took control of the final 
stretch of road completing the Truong Son logistics corri- 
dor in South Viemam. 

By midday on March 9 enemy units were identified all 
around Ban Me Thuot. The NVA's plans were now fright- 


eningly clear: As JGS intelligence had predicted, Darlac's | 


capital was the main target. Phu began desperately mov- 
ing troops south, flying the 21st Ranger Group to Buon Ho, 
the first town south of the NVA’s roadblock on Route 14. 
Then the general called the JGS for help, but again, as at 


Phuoc Long two months before, there were no reinforce- | 
ments to send. What few reserves remained were needed | 
in Military Region 3 to guard Saigon. Phu was on his own. | 





Attack on Ban Me Thuot 





On March 10, in the early morning jungle darkness along 
the back roads southeast of Ban Me Thuot, NVA tank en- 
gines rumbled into motion, coughing up clouds of diesel 
smoke. Russian-built T54s and armored personnel car- 
riers tore forward through their screen of partly sawed 
through trees and raced for the Krong River, about half- 
way to Ban Me Thuot. At the river, the armored columns— 
joined along the way by trucks and artillery—rendez- 
voused with ferry boats and scores of rafts that had been 
assembled in Cambodia and moved up the river into 





South Vietnam. As daylight neared they joined the NVA | 


316th Division and regiments of the 10th not engaged at 
Duc Lap. The soldiers could hear the shelling of ARVN po- 
sitions that had been going on since the Communists be- 
gan moving at 2:00 am. The 3]6th and 10th constituted the 
southern half of a pincer: From the north the 320th Divi- 
sion, minus the regiment blocking Route 14, also closed on 
Ban Me Thuot. 
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Barrages from long-ramge artillery screened the move- 
ment of the 25th Independent Regiment, as well as a force 
of sappers mounted on tanks, that quickly struck at the 
| government command cmd communications centers. Di- 
vided into three assault groups, one unit captured the 
main supply depot and a second overrem a small airfield 
for light aircraft. But the third NVA attack unit soon stalled 
in a bloody battle with a battalion of the ARVN 53d Regi- 
ment for control of the main airfield on the east side of 
town. Despite this one failure, the other parts of the “lotus” 
began to “blossom.” Communist forces surrounded the 
sector headquarters, from where the GVN Territorial 
Forces were controlled, and the ARVN 23d Division head- 
quarters, which housed the city's main communications. 

By midmorning ARVN forces were fighting back sav- 
agely after shaking off the initial shock; government artil- 
lery was taking a heavy toll of the attacking tanks. But the 
close fighting illustrated another chronic weakness in the 
South Vietnamese military—the lack of coordination be- 
tween the units in contact with the enemy and the artillery 
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and fighter-bombers supporting them. An artillery shell 
intended for the NVA tanks pushing into the government 
positions instead smashed the sector headquarters, shat- 
tering all control over the Popular and Regional Forces 
that made up the bulk of the Bam Me Thuot garrison. The 
survivors of the attack, fighting from bunker to bunker, re- 
treated to the 23d Division command post at the airfield. 
By nighifall, the NVA controlled most of the center of the 
city, while government forces held positions on the perime- 
ter to the east, west, and south. Those on the perimeter, in 
turn, were being attacked by the fast advancing Commu- 
nist pincers. E 

As darkness fell over the battlefield the NVA continued 
the advance, bringing up flame throwers to support their 
tank and infantry attack. The South Vietnamese fought 
back with light antitank weapons and wire-guided mis- 
siles but were steadily pushed back to the airport. To blunt 
an NVA probe the 23d's deputy commander, Colonel Vu 
The Quang, requested close air support from a flight of A-37 
attack aircraft that had just arrived over the city. As the 
aircraft roared in to attack, the air force repeated the 
morning's artillery error by unloading bombs on the divi- 
sion's tactical operations center and its collection of long- 
range radios. From that moment, all direct communica- 
tions were lost between II Corps headquarters in Pleiku 
and the embattled garrison. With no information from the 
battlefield, desperately needed air support quickly 
dropped from 200 to 60 sorties per day. This took consid- 
erable pressure off the advancing Communists. By noon of 
March 11, the attackers had taken the remaining bunkers 
of the 23d Division command post and captured many 
senior officers, including the province chief and Col. 
Quang, who told his captors, “After the Phuoc Long batile 
we estimated that... you would not yet strike large towns. 
When Ban Me Thuot was attacked, we still thought it was 
a diversion.” 

General Phu, from Pleiku, announced on March 12 that 
all organized resistance inside Ban Me Thuot had ceased. 
This was not, however, the end of the battle. The remnants 
of two ARVN battalions fought on in the ruins of the city's 
outlying airfield, and the South Vietnamese still controlled 
Phuoc An airfield about thirty kilometers east of the city, a 
site close enough to [ly in reinforcements for a counter- 
attack to retake Ban Me Thuot. 





Counterattack 





The 2lst Ranger Group, which moved to Buon Ho on 
Route 14 before the battle began, arrived at Phuoc An first 
and was to be followed by the remaining two regiments of 
the 23d Division, although Phu was unconvinced the avail- 
able II Corps forces could retake the city. The general 
confided in his chief of staff, Col. Le Khac Ly, that he was 
sending the troops only at President Thieu’s orders. But 
once again an internal weakness of the American-de- 














signed South Vietnamese military ensured failure on the 
battlefield. The much planned on aerial mobility dis- 
appeared within three days of operations. Between the 
initial attacks on the airfield, ground fire, and mainte- 
nance problems, the number of air worthy troop-carrying 
CH-47s dwindled from a dozen to one. By the time the air- 
lift sputtered to a halt on March 14, the task force assem- 
bled at Phuoc An consisted of the 45th Regiment, only one 
battalion of the 44th, and a single battalion of the 21st 
Ranger Group. 

In reality even this modest grouping was a paper force. 
When the men of the 23d Division jumped from the heli- 
copters, the first thing many of them saw were members of 
their families in the stream of refugees fleeing Ban Me 
Thuot along embattled Route 21 toward the coast and 
safety at Nha Trang. Within hours an epidemic of deser- 
tion stripped the task force of much of its fighting ability as 
soldiers sought to find and evacuate their families. 

The orders for the soldiers were to march west on High- 
way 21, link up with the survivors holding out at the Ban 
Me Thuot airfield, and retake the city. The orders ignored 
the fact that because of poor planning, the infantry had 
arrived without artillery or armor support. Dutifully the re- 
maining ARVN soldiers pushed off on March 15 but within 
a few kilometers bumped into the NVA 10th Division. The 
South Vietnamese advance stalled and by the next day 


The battle still in doubt, ARVN soldiers attack to relieve Ban | 
| 


Me Thuot's besieged garrison on March 10. 





turned into a retreat as the task force survivors followed 
the column of refugees east. That day, as the ARVN re- 
treated, the remaining holdouts in Ban Me Thuot were 
killed or captured and Phuoc An, the last air bridgehead 
from which to launch a counterattack, also fell. The battle 
for the Darlac Province capital was over. 

There were few survivors of Ban Me Thuot to reach gov- 
ernment positions on the coast and tell the story of what 
had happened. Most were strung out in small groups 
along Route 21, dodging the NVA patrols and roadblocks. 
Two who made it out were Ly Thi Van and her sister, both 





living on army widows’ pensions in Ban Me Thuot when | 


the Communist attack began. 
“We picked up everything and ram,” she told a re- 


porter. “We closed our eyes. We did not want to open | 


them. Everywhere there were bodies; there were shells 
flying all over.” The two widows and their brood of chil- 
dren dodged down alleyways and made it out of the city 
into a rubber plantation where they hid with hundreds of 
other refugees. They were desperate to escape because, 
like many others in the town, they were related to ARVN 
soldiers and refugees from North Vietnam. They were sure 
the NVA would kill them. From the plantation they walked 
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east until they found space aboard a jammed bus headed 
for Phuoc An, thirty kilometers east of Ban Me Thuot. Sev- 
eral kilometers later they were halted by a Communist 
roadblock on Route 21. 

"There were three VC on the road and many hidden in 
the jungle,” Ly Thi Van recalled. “All of a sudden we 
heard planes overhead. One VC in the jungle yelled, 
‘Open fire.’ There were explosions al] around, the bus ex- 
ploded. People begam firing at us.” Only two of her five 
children lived through the attack. Three days later she 
made it to Phuoc An on foot. There she met an old friend of 
her husband's, a helicopter pilot who flew her, the sister, 


| and the two surviving children to the relative safety of Nha 
‚ Trang. 





After the fall of Ban Me Thuot, South Vietnam’s strategic 
situation was desperate. There remained no organized 
ARVN forces between the Communist troops at Ban Me 
Thuot and the South China Sea. The NVA was very close 
to cutting South Vietnam in two, and the remaining gov- 
ernment forces in the central highlands were isolated in 
Kontum and Pleiku. The only other sizable II Corps force 
was the 22d ARVN Division, which was already engaged 
with the NVA in Binh Dinh Province near the coast, far to 
the north. Nor were there any Saigon based reserves left 
to throw into the fight to stop the NVA if they decided to 
march to the sea. 


New plans for the North 


But, the South Vietnamese soon learned, General Dung 
had other plans. Among the Communist senior officers fol- 
lowing the course of the battle, a mild case of euphoria 
was taking hold; the limitations contemplated for the 1975 
offensive began to look distinctly conservative. General 
Dung advised Hanoi that he planned to turn his tanks 








| north, capture Pleiku, and surround Kontum. Meanwhile, 


in Hanoi, Le Duan pressed the General Staff to exploit the 
NVA’s series of successes. It was two months before the 
monsoon season, when the thrust of the offensive would 
have to switch from the battlefield to the negotiating table. 
Both Dung and Le Duan, like COSVN's General Tra in 


| December, were chafing under North Vietnam's restrictive 


rules of warfare that demanded such careful scrutiny of 
each investment of manpower and machinery. Both men 
pondered ways to take aggressive advantage of the foot- 


_ hold they had established in the highlands. The opportu- 


nity was beguiling: ARVN had offered less resistance thon 
imagined; GVN reaction remained weak; the U.S. had of- 


| fered only a paper protest; and the situation promised 


even greater gains. 





A Communist photograph shows well-equipped North Viet- 
namese Army regular troops supporting the advance of a So- 
viet-built T54 tank during the pivotal battle for the city of Ban 
Me Thuot in early March 
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On the South Vietnamese side, the mood was one of 
gloom edged with panic. For the first time the South Viet- 
namese high command entertained serious doubts about 
continued U.S. military aid. What is more, the loss of two 
entire provinces made a mockery of Thieu's declared 
intent to defend every foot of South Vietnam. These cir- 
cumstances required Thieu to abandon his heretofore in- 
flexible Four No's, and not even the staunchest anti-Com- 
munist among his army supporters could criticize a 
change in strategy based on the new realities. Thieu also 
hoped that the emergency might stifle his political oppo- 
nents and unite the country in common cause. The dis- 











aster in II Corps even gave Thieu a glimmer of hope that 
he U.S. might renew its support to avoid appearing as a 
feckless ally. 

On the night of March 10-11, after communications with 
3an Me Thuot had been lost, President Thieu weighed the 
-ealities of his nation's situation and finally accepted the 
necessity of a new strategy. As the man who, in Vien's 
words, “made all the decisions as to how the war should 
se conducted,” Thieu concluded that to consolidate his 
dwindling army, air force, and supplies he must now start 
rading land for time. 

Next morning Thieu called for the prime minister, Tran 


Thien Khiem, his assistant for security affairs, Lieutenant 
General Dang Van Quang, and the chairman of the JGS, 
General Vien. “Given our present strength and capabili- 
ties,” he told them, "we certainly cannot hold and defend 
all the territory we want.” Then on a small-scale map the 
president outlined the areas he wanted the army to fight 
for. The lines encompassed all of Military Regions 3 and 4, 
where most of South Viemam’s resources and population 
were centered; the area south of, and including, Ban Me 
Thuot in MR 2 and its potentially oil-rich coastal area; and 
tentatively the coastal area of MR 1 “up to Hue or Da- 
nang,” Vien recollected in his memoirs. If these cities 














could not be held, Thieu went on, “then we could redeploy 
farther south to Chu Lai or even Tuy Hoa.” 

It took the others only moments to realize the ramifica- 
tions of the plan. Pleiku and Kontum were to be aban- 
doned. Thieu erased any doubts of his meaming by order- 
ing all the military resources of II Corps to be used to 
retake Ban Me Thuot. There was no objection from the 
three officers. 





Truncation 





The president now had to announce the new strategy to 
his corps commanders. He arranged to meet General Phu 
at Cam Ranh, the big American-built seaport, on March 
14. Atop a sand hill, in a house built for Lyndon Johnson's 
visit to Vietnam in 1966, Thieu and his confidants from Sai- 
gon met with a demoralized I] Corps commander. Phu be- 
gan with a profoundly pessimistic briefing on the situation 
in the highlands: All the major roads were cut, Ban Me 
Thuoi had fallen, and Pleiku, already under siege, would 
probably not be able to hold out for more than a month. 
Thieu asked, “Com Ban Me Thuot be retaken?” Phu par- 
tied the question by asking for more reinforcements, but 
General Vien reminded Thieu of what he already knew: 
There were no reserves left. The president stood beside a 
map of South Vietnam and explained the new strategy, 
outlining with gestures the areas General Phu was to 
hold. It was now II Corps’s task to redeploy its remaining 
forces. This meant abandoning Pleiku and Kontum in or- 
der “to reoccupy Ban Me Thuot at all costs” so Vien re- 
membered Thieu's words. 

Thieu then asked for a plan for abandoning the north- 


‚ ern half of the highlands while retaking the Darlac capi- 


tal. Vien took his turn at the map, pointing out that the 
main road from Pleiku to the coast, Route 19, remained 


| blocked, and even if II Corps's remaining division, the 22d, 





attacked to clear it of NVA troops irom the eastern end, it 
would be a desperate, perhaps impossible, task for ARVN 
lo break out to the coast. There remained only one other 
route to retreat from the highlands: Interprovincial Route 
7B, a long-disused logging road that dipped and curved 


| and bumped for about 200 kilometers from just outside 


Pleiku southeast to the coastal town of Tuy Hoa. 

General Phu did not object to using Route 7B ond be- 
lieved that surprise could be achieved because Phu Bon 
Province, through which the track twisted, “was forgotten 
by the enemy and friendly too.” With careful planning it 
could work. It was preferable to the certain decimation 
that awaited along the other occupied routes. Phu reck- 
oned no one would anticipate a corps-sized force with all 
its equipment and vehicles attempting such a daring exit 
from the highlands. With any luck the force would be gone 
before the NVA spotied the move and reacted. 

There were, of course, factors militating against a clean 
getaway. No one knew exactly how badly the disused 
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road had deteriorated except that a major bridge across 
the Ba River had been destroyed and the final thirty kilo- 
meters outside Tuy Hoa had been extensively mined by 
South Koreans earlier in the war. Yet, if the JGS provided 
sufficient river-crossing equipment, Phu believed he could 
extricate the li Corps forces from the highlands while Re- 
gional Forces screened the movement at Pleiku and along 
the route. Everyone then promptly forgot about or ignored 
the thousands of Territorial soldiers. They, in fact, were not 
told of the evacuation. It has never been explained how 
the RFs and PFs were to protect an operation they knew 
nothing about. 

When General Phu reached Pleiku he took little time to 
plan the withdrawal. Thinking only of speed, the general 
called his staff together and told them that in two days, on 
March 16, they would leave the highlands. On each of four 
days a convoy of about 250 vehicles would leave the city 
and drive down Route 7B to Tuy Hoa. The 20th Combat 
Engineer Group would lead the first convoy to build fords, 
repair roads, and replace bridges. The II Corps com- 
mander estimated that the repairs along the entire length 
of the road would take no more than two days. Artillery, 
medical units, staff, and remnants of the 23d Division, pro- 
tected by the tanks of the 21st Armored Battalion, would 
be sandwiched in the middle. Brigadier General Pham 
Duy Tat's Ranger groups would march as a rear guard. 
Units were to receive their orders to depart only one hour 
in advance. 

Since the military had only two days to begin the move, 
the air force units would have to concentrate on evac- 
uating aircraft, personnel, and dependents instead of fly- 
ing close air support for the land convoy. Among the first 
tasks of the air division was the evacuation on March 15 of 
General Phu and the bulk of the II Corps staff, who moved 
to Nha Trang on the coast. As he was leaving Phu told 
Col. Le Khac Ly, his chief of staff who was to travel with 
the convoy, “We will plan to retake Bon Me Thuot from 
there.” 

When Ly asked about arrangements for evacuating the 
Territorial Forces at Pleiku, he was told by Phu, “Forget 
about them. If you tell them about [the evacuation], you 
can't control it and you cannot get down to Tuy Hoa be- 
cause there would be panic.” 

In command of the column withdrawing from Pleiku 
was General Tat, commander of the II Corps Rangers, 
who had just been promoted. Col. Ly assumed a subordi- 
nate role as head of the corps staff and logistical units. In 
a curious move that muddied responsibility for direction of 
the column, Phu also appointed Brigadier General Tran 
Van Cam, his assistant for operations, to “oversee” the 
evacuation. No one, including Cam, knew what this 
meant. Cam, irked at having to share command with Tat, 
flew to Tuy Hoa soon after Phu left for Nha Trang. With the 
key commanders and staff members gone, Ly turned to 
Tat for direction only to be told the general was busy pull- 


ing in the Rangers from Kontum and preparing his six 
groups for the march. Col. Ly was ordered to plan the 
withdrawal. The chief of staff did as he was told; the Popu- 
lar and Regional Forces were not notified of the evac- 
uation and thus formed no screen for the evacuating 
forces. 

The rumor of withdrawal seeped down the chain of 
command, and as it did many leaders simply packed up 
and began their own evacuations. The province chief of 
Kontum discovered what was happening when a nearby 
Ranger force pulled out. He scrambled into a jeep and 
joined the tail end of the column only to be killed in an 
ambush before he reached Pleiku. Such gaps in command 
ond communication as these also helped destroy any like- 
lihood that the Territorial Forces could be employed to 
keep the NVA at bay. 

Within the limits of his orders Col. Ly did what he could 
to pass the word of withdrawal. He called Americans 


working for the DAO, CIA, and other organizations in 
Pleiku. “At first they didn't believe me,” Ly said. “But I 
said go, don't ask.” By 10:00 a.m. on the fifteenth the mes- 
sage that the ARVN was withdrawing had been flashed to 
Saigon by the Americans. At noon the embassy ordered 
all U.S. citizens out of the highlands. Air America, the 
CIA's contract airline, began a helicopter shuttle between 


town and the airfield where C-47 and C-46 transport air- | 


craft flew round robin hops to Nha Trang. Within four- 
and-a-hall hours 450 American and Vietnamese employ- 
ees of ihe various U.S. agencies were alerted, assembled, 
and evacuated from Pleiku. 

Although the embassy in Saigon and officials in Wash- 





The Convoy of Tears. Rags tied around their faces to ward 


off the choking red dust, motorcyclists roar past some of the 
thousands of South Vietnamese civilians evacuating the cen- 
tral highlands along with the military in March 1975. 
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ington were taken by surprise, South Vietnamese officials 
had dropped a number of hints to Americans that an 
evacuation was contemplated. On the eleventh, Thieu sent 
his economic minister to ask American economics coun- 
selor Dan Ellerman whether the U.S. ambassador was 
“an advocate of a truncated South Vietnam?” In Am- 
bassador Martin's absence Ellerman and the acting 
chargé, Wolfgang Lehmann, answered that it was the 

| Vietnamese who had to decide whether to abandon any 
part of their nation. 

When word of the withdrawal was passed to Washing- 
ton on the sixteenth, NSC deputy Brent Scowcroit con- 

y tacted Graham Martin at his family home in North Caro- 

| lina where the ambassador to South Vietnam was 
recovering from a severe infection caused by abscessed 
teeth. The ambassador said he had been told before leav- 
ing Saigon that II Corps headquarters was to transfer to 
the coast, but knew nothing more than that. 

Word of the loss of Ban Me Thuot reached Secretary of 
State Kissinger during a flight between Middle Eastern 
capitals. In the absence of alarums from Ambassador 
Martin, Kissinger decided there was no real crisis. He told 
staff members that it was probably Thieu's first move to 
consolidate his forces and prepare a stronger defensive line. 





The convoy of tears 





Not until two days later did the Americans learn of the 
reasoning behind the withdrawal. On the night of March 

| 17, at a dinner for a few senior Americans and South Viet- 
namese at the home of Saigon's CIA chief, Thomas Polgar, 
General Quang, Thieu's security adviser, took a page 
from history to explain Thieu's decision. Just as the Rus- 
sians had destroyed Napoleon's armies in 1812 by trading 
land for time, so the South Vietnamese would deleat the 
NVA. “Perhaps the monsoons will do for us,” he said, 
“what the winter did for the Russians.” 

In the central highlands the civilians were not waiting 
for explanations. They acted on empirical evidence. When 
the NVA shelled Kontum, the road to Pleiku filled with pri- 
vate citizens escaping the shelling. As ARVN units began 
leaving their positions in Pleiku amd the transport aircraft 
swarmed in and out of the airport around the clock, they 
knew it was time to follow the army. 

On Sunday night a column of trucks in the advance 
guard moved out of Pleiku bumper to bumper with their 
lights on. Reporter Nguyen Tu thought it “looked like a 
column of traffic returning home for the weekend.” Behind, 
loud explosions marked the destruction of ammunition 
dumps, and the sky glowed with the flames of burning fuel 
supplies. 

As the convoys headed south kicking up clouds of red 





NVA shells crash into Route 7B as refugees from the high- 
lands fighting race toward the coast. 
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dust, unbroken lines of civilians on loot paralleled the path 
of the army on each side of the road. A Catholic nun re- 
membered “babies and children were put into oxcarts 
and pulled. Everyone was in a panic. People were trying 
to hire vehicles at any price.” For three days, March 16, 
17, and 18, the evacuation went as planned. Lines of trucks 
moved smoothly out ol Pleiku, and in between military col- 
umns hundreds of civilian vehicles joined the exodus. Thus 
began what would become known as the “convoy ol 
tears.” 

Halfway to the coast the column was stalled as the II 
Corps engineers tried to complete a pontoon bridge 
across the Ea Pa River a few kilometers southeast ol Cheo 
Reo (or Hau Bon), the capital of Phu Bon Province. Phu's 
predicted two days for repairs on Route 7B stretched to 


' three at the first major bridge alone. By the evening of 





March 18, vehicles and soldiers from three days’ worth of 
convoys and a mass of refugees were stuck along the road 
and clustered around Phu Bon's capital city. The thin re- 
sources ol the highlands town could not meet the needs ol 
the civilians, many of whom had lett their homes with only 
what they could carry. Propelled by panic and the enemy 
threat, suffering from hunger, thirst, and occasional bands 


| of leaderless Territorial troops, the crowd pressed mind- 


lessly forward. Critically for the military, the mass of 


| people and machines made it impossible to set up a mili- 


tary delense. As had happened when the Germans closed 
in on Paris in 1940, the city's population fled, blocking all 
roads and making it impossible for the military to move to 
protect them from the enemy. The situation threatened to 
slip into chaos. Organizing hands were needed. But Gen- 
eral Tat was still in Pleiku preoccupied with his Rangers 
and the rear-guard convoy, while Colonel Ly, stuck in the 
traffic jam, was forced to leave his vehicle and walk to the 
command post at Cheo Reo. 

When the ARVN began its move down Route 7B, Com- 
munist General Dung had been fooled as Phu planned. 
Before the start of Campaign 275, the general had repeat- 
edly quizzed the commander of the 320th Division about 
possible routes the ARVN might use. After repeated assur- 
ances that the old logging trail was virtually impassable, 
Dung dismissed it as a viable escape or reinforcement 
route for the government troops. However, after receiving 
Western news reports of civilians leaving Pleiku, inter- 
cepts of VNAF radio traffic discussing [lights to Nha 
Trang, and finally a message from Hanoi on March 16 
that ARVN II Corps headquarters had moved to the coast, 
he began to reconsider his foes’ possible alternative es- 
cape routes. At 4:00 p.m. on the same day that Hanoi's wire 
arrived, an NVA reconnaissance team reported a long 
convoy ol vehicles headed south irom Pleiku toward Ban 


| Me Thuot. The sighting put the Communist leader in a di- 


lemma. Was the ARVN counterattacking or escaping? 
Should he dig his troops in to repel an assault or have 
them drop their packs and follow in pursuit? Soon the gen- 
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eral's intelligence gave him his answer. The South Viet- 
namese were blowing up their ammunition dumps, many 
fires were raging in Pleiku, and the convoys were turning 
off the main highway onto Route 7B, leading into Phu Bon 
Province. 

The Communist headquarters staff went to work franti- 
cally poring over maps ol the central highlands with 
flashlights and magnifying glasses in search ol a way to 
bottle up their enemy. As his staff calculated distances 
and marching times for the NVA units nearest Route 7B, 
General Dung turned his wrath on the 320th Division com- 
meander, General.Kim Tuan, who for weeks had soothed 
the commander's concerns about the road. Dung told 
Tuan that the time for excuses or any discussion was long 
past. The fact that his 9th Regiment was still blocking 
Route 14 between Pleiku and Ban Me Thuot, and not yet 
pursuing the enemy, was something verging on criminal. 
“At this time if you waver just a bit, are just a little bit neg- 
ligent, hesitate just a bit, are just a bit late, you have 
botched the job,” Dung seethed over the telephone. “If the 
enemy escapes .. . you will have to bear responsibility.” 

As he put down the telephone, the general sensed the 
startling significance ol what was happening. If Thieu had 
ordered the whole of II Corps out of the central highlands, 
the withdrawal was not simply a tactical maneuver but a 
move of deep strategic significance. “For the first time in 
the Indochina War, within the bounds of a campaign, an 
enemy army corps with modern equipment had had to 
abandon an important strategic area,” the general later 
wrote ol his revelation. “It would cause a military and po- 
litical chain reaction that would reach even to America.” 

Here belore Dung was the opportunity to catch and de- 
stroy a major South Vietnamese command. He could not 
resist it. Putting aside Hanoi's mandate for military con- 
servatism, the general ordered the 320th Division with its 
artillery and armor to drive northeast from its positions 
along Highway 14 and strike into the flank of the ARVN 
column on Route 7B. The division's task was to slow the 
South Vietnamese while the 968th Division advanced 
through the remaining forces around Pleiku and struck the 
rear of the column. Dung's final orders were for the B-1 
Front forces along the coast to cut Route 7B in advance ol 
the retreating South Vietnamese as they moved toward 
their refuge at Tuy Hoa. 





Disaster 





The South Vietnamese prayed for a few more days of 
grace from enemy attack, but just at darkness on the 
eighteenth the lirst Communist shells exploded among the 
densely packed highland evacuees. Their escape route 





At Phu Bon on March 22, after North Vietnamese Army forces 
split the refugee column, a family prepares to board a heli- 
copter that will fly them to the coast. 
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was no longer a secret and the enemy was upon them. 

The lead units of the NVA 320th caught up with the II 
Corps column at Cheo Reo on the night of March 18. That 
same day other Communist units began hitting the 6th 
Ranger Group at the tail end of the column around the 
town of Thanh An at the crossroads of Routes 14 and 7B. 
ARVN Col. Ly's long walk through the crowd had finally 
brought him to the command post at Cheo Reo in time to 
help wheel the 23d Ranger Group into position to hold the 
NVA ground attack at Ban Bleik Pass just west of the capi- 
tal city. Meanwhile, NVA shells blasted the convoy, which 
still stretched from Cheo Reo to within a few kilometers of 
Pleiku. The next morning bodies of dead and wounded 
soldiers and civilians lay unattended in the streets of Cheo 
Reo alongside hundreds of destroyed, damaged, or aban- 
doned vehicles. A VNAF helicopter pilot reported, “When 
I flew low, I could see bodies scattered alongside the 
road—burning with the trucks.” 

Although the Communist forces had captured the city's 
airfield, the 23d Rangers still held the pass, and the cru- 
cial bridge southeast of town had at last been completed. 
This offered a respite and Col. Ly and his battalion com- 
manders got the convoy moving again, along with all that 
could still be driven of some 2,000 vehicles jammed along 
the road. But no sooner had the column begun moving 
than Phu ordered Ly to fly out of Cheo Reo by helicopter. 
With Gen. Tat still directing the rear guard, this left no one 
who could control the withdrawal. From the nineteenth, 
what leadership there was came from individual battalion 
and group commanders who led whatever nearby troops 
would still obey orders. 

Helicopters, braving the NVA ground fire, began 
swooping in to pick up wounded soldiers and civilians 
| from the stricken rear of the column. When the refugees 
reached the landing strip in Tuy Hoa, they told tales of un- 
relenting horror. “They hit us with everything,” said 
Ranger Private Nguyen Van Sau, wounded at Cheo Reo. 
He described a deadly shower of heavy artillery shells, 
mortar rounds, and rockets flying trom the jungles into the 
stream of refugees. “People were lying all over the road 
as we tried to fight our way out. Soldiers died and the 
people died with them.” 

The push on the nineteenth took the head of the ARVN 
, column to the Con River, only about forty kilometers from 
the coast. But farther back in the column, halfway be- 
tween Cheo Reo and the Con, the NVA struck into the 
flank of the column again, this time at the town of Phu Tuc. 
One VNAF air strike called in to halt the enemy advance 
instead bombed men of the 7th Ranger Group, wiping out 
most of a battalion. Still the weakened 7th continued to 
fight and kept the road open. 

The convoy flowed through Cheo Reo until March 21 
when the NVA cracked the defenses of the 23d Rangers 
and pushed past them to capture the province capital and 
| finally cut the road. Many of the 160,000 civilians in the 
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convoy were now isolated along with the 8th and 25th 
Ranger Groups and the survivors of the 23d. On orders 
from Phu, Gen. Tat, still at the rear of the column, told the 
trapped elements to abandon all heavy weapons and war 
materiel and try to escape from Phu Bon Province as best 
they could. Thousands took to the jungles. Soldiers, with 
families clinging to their sides, were pursued and at- 
tacked repeatedly. A few managed to flag down helicop- 
ters that flew them to safety, but most had little chance to 
avoid starvation or capture. 

The lucky ones, young mothers “smeared with blood,” 
old men and women “swathed in muddy bandages,” and 
weeping, barefoot soldiers, tumbled out of the helicopters 
before reporters gathered at the landing pad in Tuy Hoa. 
“We were on a truck,” said a woman from Pleiku holding 
a child with leg wounds. The North Vietnamese Army 
“came from the jungle and told everyone to stop moving. 
We were on a slope. We kept moving. They just began fir- 
ing on all of us.” 

The helicopters started carrying American field rations, 
rice, and dried milk because many in the column were be- 
ginning to starve. An army sergeant, Nguyen Dan of the 
22d Division, said they left Pleiku with three days' worth of 
food, but by March 21, children were dying of hunger. 
“There is nothing to eat,” said Vo Van Cuu, a civil servant, 
and “nothing to drink.” A priest, ihe Reverend Nguyen 
Huu Nghi, observed people so weak and exhausted they 
could “barely climb onto helicopters.” 

As the fighting raged around the rear of the column that 
day, the lead ARVN units stood at the last physical ob- 
stacle, the broad Ba River, only twenty kilometers from 
Tuy Hoa and safety. The pontoon bridge promised by 
General Vien had arrived in Tuy Hoa on schedule, but to 
the ARVN's dismay, the Communist forces had already set 
up roadblocks between the river crossing and Tuy Hoa. 
The bridge could not be trucked to the river crossing site. 
The South Vietnamese were forced to transport the bridge, 
piece by piece, with four big CH-47 helicopters borrowed 
from IV Corps. 

On March 22, a full week after the “convoy of tears” lett 
Pleiku, the bridge across the Ba was at last in place. The 
first rush across the river was so great that an overloaded 
pontoon capsized, tossing men and vehicles into the water, 
but by the end of the day traffic was again moving across 
the Ba, Then even the weather joined the Communists in 
making the final leg of the refugees’ journey to Tuy Hoa a 
passage of agony. 

The sunshine and heat that parched the evacuees now 
gave way to cold and rain. Not only did this torture the 
weak and ill, but the bad weather also stopped air oper- 
ations, a necessary support for ground attacks. An air 





Just a few kilometers ahead of the NVA, highlands refugees 
cross the newly completed bridge over the Ba River, the con- 
voy's last hurdle before reaching the coast at Tuy Hoa. 
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orce grounded by bad weather meant the infantry would 
lave to dig out NVA soldiers one by one from their en- 
renchments along the road. The South Vietnamese could 
iot pause until the weather cleared because the NVA had 
again caught up with the rear of the column. From March 
12 on, the 6th Ranger Group was locked in a brutal rear- 
guard fight with the pursuing North Vietnamese. The 
Rangers assembled a force of tanks and artillery pieces 
md defended the road where it wound through a narrow 
valley northwest of the bridge over the Ba. They bought 
nore time for refugees and troops to make it across the 


bridges had been built in time, and for that General Vien 
faults the II Corps commander himself. Vien believed Phu 
should have delayed the evacuation to give the engineers 
a head start on construction. He also thought the delay 
would have allowed for some rudimentary planning, es- 
pecially for the control of civilians. To a U.S. general who 
knew the senior Vietnamese officers well, the problem lay 
not in Phu's plans but with Phu himself, for losing Ban Me 
Thuot in the first place. A more aggressive corps com- 


mander might have avoided the need for such a with- | 


drawal. “A strong commander like Toan [the previous I] 





iver ahead of the NVA. 

In the meantime the lead ele- 
nents of the convoy, now on the 
south bank of the Ba, had to be- 
gin breaking through the road- 
slocks. Desperately, survivors of 
he 7th Ranger Group, which had 
suffered heavy casualties only 
jays before from a misplaced 
sombing attack, assembled more 
han a dozen M113 armored per- 
sonnel carriers from the convoy. 
Jsing them as light tanks the 
Remgers began systematically 
sharging the roadblocks, smash- 
ng them one at a time until, on 
March 25, the last NVA position 
was destroyed cmd the Rangers 
inked up with soldiers from a 
Territorial Force that had been 
fighting east from the town of Tuy 
Hoa. 

The column that limped into 
the coastal city was heartbreak- 
ingly small. Approximately 60,000 
sivilian refugees had completed 
the trip, perhaps a third of the 
number that started. The military 
statistics were even more jolting. 


A 


A soldier finds his four c. 





the column reached the coast on March 25. 


Corps commemder],” 
the American liaison officer, 
“counter-attacking toward Ban 


able forces plus all available air 
[power] probably would have 
been capable of containing the 
North Vietnamese in the high- 
lands and staving off defeat for 
another year.” 

But by March 25, 1975, second- 
guessing or recriminations could 
do no good. The “self-inflicted 
defeat," as Vien described the 
withdrawal from the highlands, 
was complete and had created a 
psychological and political night- 
mare for Thieu, for the armed 
forces, and for the people of the 


mor began to sweep the country 
ranks of high military and gov- 


ernment officials: President Thieu 
and the Americans, in a secret 





a 


hildren at Tuy Hoa after mo o wants el e Amon 


half of South Vietnam to the Com- 





About one-quarter of 20,000 lo- 
gistics and support troops completed the withdrawal. Of 
7,000 men of the six Ranger groups, only 900 made it to 11 
Corps headquarters at Nha Trang to take up defensive 
positions around the city. “Seventy-five percent of II Corps 
combat strength, to include the 23rd Infantry Division as 
well as Ranger, armor, artillery, engineer, and signal 
units, had been tragically expended [between March 10 
and 25],” the chairman of the JGS noted grimly. As for the 
operation to counterattack and reoccupy Ban Me Thuot, 
there were simply no II Corps troops to attempt it. 

Phu’s gamble to take Route 7B could have worked if the 





This crippled ARVN veteran has led a group of refugees on 
the 125-kilometer flight from Ban Me Thuot to Nha Trang. 


munists. Why else would a Viet- 
namese army that had fought without breaking for nearly 
twenty years suddenly run from the central highlands and 
abandon Pleiku and Kontum without a fight? 

The morale-shattering loss of four provinces in three 
months and the RVNAF's extensive and vain sacrifice to 
recapture Ban Me Thuot left little confidence among the 
South Vietnamese that the Thieu government could protect 
them. Who else, though, could lead? Thieu's opposition 
was disorganized and ineffectual, amd the Americans con- 
tinued to maintain their distance. It was Thieu who had to 
find some way to rekindle the country's will to resist. Be- 
fore he could move in this direction, more bad news came 
from I Corps in the northern provinces. 
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and even circulated among the | 


declared | 


Me Thuot, employing all avail- | 


Republic of South Vietnam. A ru- | 


codicil to the Paris peace agree- | 
ments, had made a deal to give | 





A Glimpse at Apocalyıse 










“We've been betrayed,” ARVN Brigadier Gen- 
eral Nguyen Van Diem bitterly told the senior of- 
ficers gathered at Ist Division headquarters the 
morning of March 25. “We have to abemdon 
Hue.” Orders had arrived from the high com- 
mand in Da Nang directing Diem to save the men 
by giving up, without a battle, the city in which 
their families lived. As ertillery fire muttered in 
the background, the division commander de- 
clored, “It is now sauve qui peut [every mem for 











neuvers, but with that cursory order and no detailed plan- 
ning—which in March had become the trademark of 
ARVN operations—the retreat from northern Military Re- 
gion 1 began. 

Just a month before, the defenses of MR 1 had been the 
nation’s strongest. The battlewise 1 Corps commander, 
Lieutenant General Ngo Quang Truong, had worked hard 
at refitting and reinforcing his troops after the bloody 
fighting of summer and fall 1974. In fact, the I Corps troops 
remained the best in the nation. 

Stationed in MR 1 were the Marine Corps and Airborne 
Divisions, both ol which consisted of elite volunteers and 
carried proud traditions and strong combat records. In- 


| spectors invariably rated the Ist as the best among the 
| regular divisions. The 3d, after being overrun by greatly 








superior forces in 1972, now operated at full strength un- 
der cm aggressive new commander, Major General Ngu- 
yen Duy Hinh. The 2d Division suffered from poor lead- 
ership and heavy combat losses but was supported by two 
Ranger groups. 

Through the early months of the year the officers ond 
men of ] Corps carried out General Truong's defensive 
plans with precision: The Marines defended Quang Tri; 
the Ist occupied the critical ridge line west and south ol 
Hue; the Airborne protected the Hai Van Pass and the out- 
posts west of Da Nang; Hinh's 3d covered the southern ap- 
proaches to Da Nang; and the southernmost units, includ- 
ing the 2d, were in place around Chu Lai. 

Truong was confident his five divisions could stop any 
NVA attack in the DMZ area. Even if the Communists sent 
down the strategic reserve divisions being readied in 
North Vietnam, ARVN could further strengthen its de- 
fenses by concentrating its forces along the seacoast. 
Truong's subordinates carried contingency plans for a 
withdrawal into three defensive hedgehogs around Da 
Nang, Hue, and Chu Lai. In these redoubts I Corps could 
hold out until reinforced or withdrawn by sea. 





Thieu's surprise 





At the start ol the Communist offensive Truong's faith in his 


troops’ readiness seemed fully justified. On March 8 and 9 
Airborne and Regional Forces fought back an NVA attack 
east of Route 1 in Quang Tri Province while the Marines 


| shattered another temk-supported Communist force west 
| of Hue. A few days later the Ist and 2d Divisions fought off 


heavy assaults aimed at cutting the vital Route 1 and in- 
flicted heavy Communist losses. 

But on March 10 all Truong’s careful plans foundered 
when the attacks on Ban Me Thuot and west of Saigon 
convinced President Thieu that Saigon was the main Com- 


munist target. Giving in to the JGS suggestions that he 
build a reserve force around the capital for defense of the 
South Vietnamese heartland, Thieu cabled Truong to 
ready his elite Airborne troops to leave MR 1 in three 
weeks. Two days later the president demanded the Air- 
borne be sent to Saigon immediately. When Truong tried 
to convince the JGS chairman, General Vien, to intervene 
he learned the president's decision was irrevocable. Later, 
Vien assured him, the Airborne would be replaced with a 
new brigade of Marines being formed at the time. 

Still dissatisfied, Truong flew to Saigon the next day, 
March 13, to meet with the president and argue his case 
personally. At the meeting with Truong and Thieu were 
General Vien, General Quang, and a newcomer, General 
Toan, who had bounced back from banishment to a train- 
ing post to become the new III Corps commander. Truong 
briefed the group on the difficulties presented by taking 
the Airborne from MR 1's defenses. Removal of the Air- 
borne would probably lead to the loss of Quang Tri Prov- 
ince and could also endanger Hue. 

The president did not directly offer a solution to the gen- 
eral's problem. Instead, Thieu launched into an explana- 
tion of his truncation plan. To Truong's surprise Thieu now 
declared himself willing to abandon northern South Viet- 
nam. Pointing out that military aid was decreasing and 
U.S. military intervention seemed unlikely, the president 
told his generals that increasing enemy pressure forced 
him to redeploy the nation's forces to protect the heart- 
land, Saigon and the Mekong Delta, and to rebuild a stra- 
tegic reserve. The resulting losses in MR 1 and 2, he as- 
sured Truong, were preferable to a coalition government 
with the Communists. 

In the end, General Truong could not sway Thieu, al- 
though he was given four more days to adjust his defenses 
before the Airborne Division had to begin moving to Sai- 
gon. Equally important, the commander in chief agreed 
that Da Nang would have to be defended but the rest of 
Military Region 1 might be considered expendable in the 
crisis. They withheld from Truong for the time being the 
unhappy news that withdrawal of the Airborne Division 
presaged that of the Marine Division. Thieu and Vien had 
already made the decision, but Truong was allowed to re- 
design his defenses believing he would command four di- 
visions in MR 1. 





A misunderstanding 





Truong returned to Da Nang furious at having his de- 
fenses sabotaged. Meeting with his stati, the general first 
railed against Thiew's decision and threatened to resign 
but soon turned to sorting out just how much of MR 1 a 





| Preceding page. ARVN soldiers survey the ruins of Route 1 


bridges over the Troui River destroyed by South Vienamese 
engineers on March 22 to slow the NVA advance on Hue. 
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South Vietnamese troops fight to hold positions near the Cam- 
bodian border west of Saigon on March 12 as Communist 
pressure increases around the capital. 
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ARVN I Corps commander Lt. Gen. Ngo Quang Truong 








shrunken I Corps could defend. Truong might have ques- 
tioned the president's decision, but he would not disobey. 
Because of Thieu's ambiguity and vacillation in dealing 
with truncation and the reshuffling of troops, however, 
Truong misunderstood the president's intent. The general 
told his chief of staff, Colonel Hoang Manh Dang, that he 
had been ordered “to give up most of I Corps,” keeping 
only Da Nang, its seaport, and the immediate surrounding 
area. Truong ordered that the troops be redeployed im- 
mediately. The strong Ist, 3d, and Marine Divisions were 
to lan out in an arc around the port city, while the weaker 
2d Division would be held in reserve. 

As a first step Truong replaced most oí the Marine units 
in Quang Tri Province, the northernmost of his positions, 
with Territorial Forces. During the next several days fol- 
lowing the March 13 meeting, these Regional Forces 
served to screen and delay enemy discovery of the ARVN 
pullback. All three brigades of the Marine Division took 
new positions. The 369th Marine Brigade dug in along the 


| Bo River just outside the northern city limits of Hue, the 


258th Marine Brigade relieved the Airborne brigade north 
of the Hai Van Pass, and the 147th Marine Brigade took 
over ihe paratroopers’ bunkers west of Da Nang. Two 
1,200-man Ranger groups plugged the largest holes in the 
thinned northern MR 1 defenses. General Truong also or- 
dered the heavy 175mm guns, big M48 tanks of the 20th 
Tank Regiment, ammunition, and stores in the Hue area 
evacuated south to Da Nang. 

When the troops began moving from one part of MR 1 
to another, a problem crystallized that had troubled 
Truong since his return to the northern provinces in 1972, 
that is the emotional attachment between the civilians and 


| nearby military units. The regular ARVN divisions stayed 
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in one area with their families nearby. This was a boost to 
morale in more peaceful times but major enemy attacks 
could put the dependents in peril. In such circumstances 
soldiers often deserted to see to their families. For that rea- 
son Truong especially valued his Marines and Airborne 
troops because their families lived in Saigon and they had 
few ties in MR 1. However, a dependency formed anyway. 
The population took comfort from the elite units’ presence. 
When these troops moved in mid-March, it frightened the 
people of Quang Tri and Hue. 

As truckloads of troops ground through the towns, many 
Catholics remembered they left North Vietnam in 1954 to 
escape the Communist occupation. Others recalled the 
horror of Tet 1968 when after the NVA occupation of Hue 
more than 2,800 of their neighbors were found buried in 
mass graves, many of them bound before execution. Also, 
some people believed that instead of settling for a coali- 
tion with the Communists, Thieu would offer them a slice of 
South Vietnam. They did not want to be caught on the 
Communist side of a new partition. 

Consequently, civilians began leaving Quang Tri and 
Hue for Da Nang. In some cases government officials en- 
couraged the exodus. On March 15, as the 369th Marine 
Brigade pulled out of Quang Tri, Lieutenant Colonel Do 
Ky, the province chief, suggested to government civil ser- 
vants and regional military personnel that they evacuate 
their dependents. At first only a thin stream of the well-to- 
do and the families of senior officials headed south, but 
soon the few became a throng as insecurity among the in- 
fluential sparked panic among the poor. By March 18, 
Route 1 north of the Hai Van Pass was flooded with civil- 
ians, and the population of Da Nang had doubled to al- 
most a million. 

Prime Minister Tran Thien Khiem flew to Da Nang that 
day at the pleading of General Truong, who realized a so- 
lution to the refugee problem was beyond the means of I 
Corps and local government agencies. Only Saigon pos- 
sessed the resources to provide relief. After surveying the 
clogged roads and listening to province chiefs a¢nd may- 
ors, Khiem promised that a commission would be sent to 
Da Nang to take charge of the refugees and allow the 
army to concentrate on fighting the war. He also promised 
to send commercial ships to evacuate military dependents 
and civilians. But Khiem brought some bad news as well; 
he told Truong the promised fourth Marine brigade was to 
stay in Saigon. There would be no reinforcements for 
beleaguered I Corps. 

Shortly after the prime minister lelt for Saigon, Truong 
received a summons from the president. Dutifully, on 
March 19, the general went south to attend yet another 
palace meeting. As usual Truong opened with a briefing 
on the situation in ] Corps during which he outlined antici- 
pated routes of withdrawal into Da Nang. 

But to Truong's amazement, President Thieu rejected 
the plan. Truong, it became apparent, had misinterpreted 


the president's orders. Although Thieu had assured 
Truong at the March 1] meeting that Hue was less impor- 
tant than Da Nang, the president had not agreed to its 
evacuation. Truong could, if necessary, give up Chu Lai 
but not Hue. Thieu demanded that the evacuation of Hue 
be stopped and ordered that a taped speech be broadcast 
on the twentieth announcing his decision to defend Hue at 
all costs. Two reasons have been put forth to explain 
Thieu's decision. General Vien later wrote that the presi- 
dent, realizing that his order to leave the central highlands 
had caused a military disaster, could not bring himself to 
allow another major withdrawal. Some Americans 
thought differently. Through information gathered by a 
CIA listening device in the cabinet meeting room and 
other informed reports on Thieu's activities, embassy offi- 
cials knew that the president had been visited by Bui 
Diem, the former ambassador to the U.S., and Tran Van 
Don, deputy prime minister and a former general. The 
pair advised Thieu either to resign or do something to give 
new heart to the nation. A gallant defense of the old impe- 
rial capital might provide the spark. 

While surprised by Thieu's decision, Truong was not too 
discomfited. The roads in northern MR I were so choked 
with refugees that quick overland withdrawal was impos- 
sible, and there were so few ships available that evac- 
uation of his forces by sea was also unrealistic. So he 


thought it best to “stay in Hue and fight.” 

Truong asked about rumors that the president planned | 
to move the Marine Division to Saigon. Thieu assured the 
general of I Corps's continued control of the division, but | 
Prime Minister Khiem told Truong privately that there | 
were indeed plans to move the Marines south. 


The defense of Hue l | 


A dispirited General Truong flew back to Da Nang on | 
the afternoon of March 19 to find a dangerous situation 
growing worse. Long-range NVA artillery pounded the I | 
Corps forward headquarters near Hue and a tamk-led 
Communist force, finally realizing the Regional Forces of- 
fered only a screen, brushed aside the RFs at Quang Tri 
and pushed ahead to the ARVN's next defensive line 
along the My Chanh River, halfway to Hue. From these 
river positions ARVN had stopped the 1972 Communist in- 
vasion. Meanwhile, south of Hue, lead elements of the | 
324B and 325C NVA Divisions attacked the Ist ARVN Divi- 
sion and the 15th Ranger Group, which were strung out in 
positions paralleling nearby Route 1. The highway, even | 
under NVA shelling, continued to be jammed with motor- 
cycles, buses, autos, transferring troops, and a mass of 
foot traffic. 

On the morning of March 20 General Truong flew to the 
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Marine command post just south of the My Chanh line and 
there told a gathering of northern I Corps commanders of 
Thieu's order to hold Hue. The officers were gratified to 
have at last a firm directive and they occupied their well- 
prepared entrenchments with confidence. At 1:30 p.m. 
Thieu's recorded voice announced over the radio that Hue 
would be held “at all costs.” 

It was a startled general, therelore, who returned to his 
headquarters in the late afternoon to find an order re- 
scinding the order to hold Hue. A secret flash message 
from Saigon stated that the JGS possessed the means to 


| supply only one enclave in MR 1 and that meant to Truong 





that he must choose. Truong's interpretation was that 
Thieu was dictating a withdrawal to Da Nang, the presi- 
dent's choice as the most important city in the north. How- 
ever, the JGS officer who drafted the message for Thieu 
meant it only to grant the discretion to pull back to Da 
Nang should the situation dememd. General Vien after- 
ward agreed the language was ambiguous, as many of 
the president's commands had become. Once again, 
though, Truong believed his orders were to withdraw to 
Da Nang; certainly the ARVN defenders were not to fight 
to the death for Hue. 

On March 20, the same day that Thieu complicated the 
task of his general, Hanoi clarified the objectives of theirs. 
The NVA General Staff ordered the B-4 Front forces and 
the 2d Army Corps to redouble their efforts and go all out 
to cut Route 1 and isolate Hue. The edict resulted irom 
information their spy on Thieu’s staff had passed to 
the Communists regarding the GVN's truncation plans. 
Hanoi's leaders realized they must attack quickly to pre- 
vent ARVN from making an orderly withdrawal into well- 


| defended coastal enclaves or sailing off to Saigon. 


In response to the new orders, the NVA's 324B and 
325C Divisions put their full weight against the 15th 
Rangers and lst Division south of Hue. ARVN defenses 
stiffened and held through the morning of March 22, but at 
about two that afternoon the remnants of the 15th pulled 
out of their fighting positions near Phu Loc and withdrew 
north through the rear of the Ist Division. The left flank of 
the Ist tried desperately to establish a new line along the 
Troui River twenty kilometers south of Hue and failed, but 
that night after brutal hand-to-hand fighting near Phu Bai 
airfield, they succeeded in temporarily halting the NVA 
advance. However, the NVA attack had severed Route 1. 

By the twenty-third Hue was cut off from Da Nang ex- 
cept by sea. The city came under Communist artillery fire 
as the surviving Rangers and the Ist Division conducted a 
fighting withdrawal toward the city from the south. To the 
north, the Rangers along the My Chanh River gave way, 
but the 3,000-mem Marine brigade reestablished a line 
about eight kilometers outside Hue along the Bo River. 
That evening I Corps headquarters advised the senior 


| American in MR 1, Consul-General Al Francis, that the 


NVA had again outflanked the Ist Division, and the ARVN 
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troops would be unable to prevent an enemy break- 
through. By day's end the few Americans in Hue went by 
helicopter to Da Nang. 


Disaster in I Corps 





At 6:00 p.m. on March 24, believing himself under orders to 
abandon Hue and to save as many men as possible, 
Truong ordered his staif to evacuate all troops defending 
the walled city. The Marines and other troops west and 
north of Hue were to pull back through the port town of 
Tan My, ten kilometers to the northeast, to the ocean vil- 
lage of Thuan An for evacuation by ship. Their with- 
drawal was to be covered by the Ist Division which, in 
turn, was to march to the coast. There Vinh Loc District Is- 
land stretched thirty kilometers south directly toward Da 
Nang. Reached by ferry or small boat the island seemed 
to provide a sandy route that skirted the NVA positions on 
the mainland. The single obstacle to a clean getaway was 
Cau Tu Hien Inlet. However, the mouth of the huge lagoon 
at the south end ol Vinh Loc Island was to be bridged by 
navy and ARVN engineers. Once on the south side of the 
inlet the retreating ARVN could pick up Route | and cross 
the Hai Van Pass into Da Nang. 

The Marines moved through Thuan An in good order on 
March 25 although they lost valuable time clearing civil- 
ians from the docks and beaches where military equip- 
ment and troops were to be loaded. By the time the lead- 
ing elements ol the Ist Division pulled out behind the 
Marines—following General Diem's pessimistic "sauve qui 
peut” speech to his officers—tens of thousands of armed 
stragglers and civilians clogged the road to the coast. The 
division found itself trapped by the congestion. Unable to 
maneuver and no doubt influenced by the edict of “every 
man for himself,” soldiers left their units to find their fami- 
lies. The entire division soon dissolved into the crowd. Be- 
hind them the first NVA troops reached the eastern gate of 
Hue's citadel and raised their flag. 

By afternoon large groups of withdrawing soldiers and 
refugees had already reached the northern side of the 
Cau Tu Hien Inlet. The NVA, with their own troops now 
entering Hue, switched their artillery fire to the crowded 
roads and assembly areas of the South Vietnamese, in- 
flicting heavy casualties and feeding panic among those 
waiting for the evacuation ships to appear. 

The officer in charge of the seaborne evacuation, Com- 
modore Ho Van Ky Thoai, had received orders only the 
night before. No plans existed to bring out the more than 
50,000 people awaiting evacuation, but he was deter- 
mined to do what he could with the perhaps 100 light 
junks, river craft, and barges available in Da Nang. 

A family of four lies dead on Route | near the Hai Van Pass 
on March 21, killed in a stampede during the rush from Hue 
to Da Nang. 





















































To bridge the Cau Tu Hien Inlet, he ordered a flotilla of 


small boats sunk to form a causeway across which the | 


troops could walk. Strong currents frustrated the early ef- 
forts to bridge the lagoon mouth. Meanwhile crowds of 


soldiers gathered on the tidal flats. Finally, unnerved by | 


NVA shelling and frantic at the slow pace of the engi- 
neers, a group of armed men captured the flotilla com- 
mander. With a gun at his head the navy officer ordered 
the small fleet to sail the renegade soldiers to Da Nang, 
thereby eliminating any possibility that a causeway could 
be completed for use by the tens of thousands behind 
them. Some men tried to make their way across the sand- 
bars to the other side on foot, but the incoming tide 
trapped and drowned many. A sea lift remained the only 
means of saving the Hue force. 

The navy managed to pull about 7,700 people off Vinh 
Loc Island, but a lethal combination of low tides, rough 
seas, and increasingly accurate NVA artillery fire soon 
prevented the ships from reaching the shore. Most of one 
regiment of the Ist Division was picked up as was a single 
boatload of Marines, about 600 men. But soon two large 
landing craft were swamped in the heavy surf and a third 
sunk by a direct hit. After that, said navy Captain Nguyen 
Xuan Son, no one got onboard “except a few who suc- 


ceeded in paddling out” past the breakers to the ships off- | 


shore. Bodies of many who attempted the swim bobbed in 
the surf. Navy officers placed some of the blame on land- 
ing craft manned by army transportation troops who ar- 


tived late and, unable to handle their ships in the rough | 


water, refused to attempt landings. 

Some of the survivors reached Da Nang with a poign- 
ant story of what took place as the NVA closed in on those 
left at the beach. Five battalion commanders assigned to 
the Marine brigade gathered in the waning hours of the 
evacuation cmd walked apart irom the frantic crowds. 
Each spoke farewells, stepped away, and shot himself. It 
represented in miniature the story of the fight for northern 
I Corps. Moved about by quickly changing amd often con- 
flicting orders, pulled from strong positions, often without a 
fight, and finally told to retreat, a brave but confused and 
leaderless army died in the midst of chaos, anarchy, and, 
at the last, headlong flight. 

Worse, Hue represented only half of the disaster that 
faced General Truong. When the NVA attacked north of 
Da Nang, they also launched am infantry regiment and ar- 
mored column south of the city and captured Tam Ky, sev- 
ering Route ] about halfway to Chu Lai, the headquarters 
of the 2d ARVN Division. As Truong prepared a new de- 
fensive plan for southern MR 1, a delegation of officers 
from the JGS arrived to give Thieu's order that the Marine 
Division be released immediately for the defense of Sai- 
gon in MR 3. 





A North Vietnamese photograph shows Communist troops 
charging into the old imperial capital at Hue on March 26. 
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Truong could not believe the order. Defend Da Nang 
without the Marines? Impossible, he said. The JGS repre- 
sentatives did not relent. Instead, they recommended 


evacuating the 2d Division from Chu Lai to replace the 


Marines at Da Nang. Truong reluctantly agreed. He ar- 
ranged for LSTs (landing ships tank) sailing from Saigon 


| to pick up the 2d Division. Once again a lack of planning 





cost a heavy price in ARVN lives. Territorial Forces and 
outlying 2d Division troops were forced into hasty with- 
drawals along unprotected routes lo meet the evacuation 
deadline. In the process they were ambushed repeatedly 
by the 2d NVA Division before reaching the landing site at 
Chu Lai. On the night of March 25 some 7,000 troops, 
about two-thirds of the division, and 3,000 civilians were 
pulled out of the city and sent to Re Island, fifty kilometers 
offshore. The division had lost so much equipment and co- 
hesion during its evacuation that it would need reorgan- 
ization before being inserted into the battle lor Da Nang. 





Impasse in Washington 


In Washington on the night of March 25, as Hue and the 
central highlands fell, staff aides for Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger scrambled to finish briefings for their 
boss who had returned from the Middle East only the day 
before. The cable traffic from Saigon had suddenly taken 
on an alarming tone, indicating that the military situation 
in South Vietnam was shifting rapidly. The secretary's 
staff now rushed to prepare him for a session at the White 
House to determine strategy for Indochina. 

The meeting, attended by the president, Kissinger, Am- 
bassador Martin, army Chief ol Staff General Frederick 
Weyamd, and NSC Staff Deputy Brent Scowcroft, opened 
with a discussion of the latest reports from Saigon, which 
had lost their previously optimistic tone. One CIA assess- 
ment suggested that “in the face of recent supply losses 
and continuing NVA pressure on all fronis, government 
forces are not likely to regain the initiative or recoup their 
strength in the near future. ..."" Not everyone at the White 
House that day was convinced the situation was so dire. 
Ambassador Martin advised “a degree of skepticism” in 
considering the alarmist reports. He affirmed his determi- 
nation to check personally the reports’ accuracy when he 
returned to South Vietnam. 

The group soon turned to debating just what the U.S. 
government could do within the legislative limits of the 
War Powers Act and the Cambodian bombing restric- 
tions. They decided that it would be difficult if not impos- 
sible to use American forces even for the rescue of the 
South Vietnamese army. But the government could employ 
civilian aircraft and ships under contract to move Viet- 
namese forces and equipment from endangered areas. 
The group agreed to commit U.S. ships to the extent they 
could pick up refugees outside Vietnam's international 
boundary three miles out to sea. 
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The discussion moved to the question of direct aid for 
replacement of arms and munitions lost in the northern 
military regions. The Pentagon already had a request in 
hand from Defense Attaché Major General Homer Smith 
asking that arms and supplies previously ordered be sent 
as quickly as possible. Sketchy initial reports indicated 
that South Vietnam could survive, but much depended on 
the rehabilitation of battered ] and Il Corps troops and 
their ability to hold on to their coastal enclaves. Perhaps, 
the group concurred, if Congress became convinced that 
South Vietnam was in serious danger, their intransigence 
to granting new aid might weaken. 

But it appeared that neither the White House nor Con- 
gress was disposed to compromise on the question of mili- 
tary aid. The administration continued to blame Congres- 
sional reductions for military setbacks in South Vietnam 
On March 20, Defense Secretary James R. Schlesinger 
had said that if Congress had been “less niggardly” with 
aid, “the position of South Vietnam would be far better to- 
day” since the RVNAF would not have been forced tc 
withdraw from the central highlands. Nor would the North 
Vietnamese have been able to take advantage ol ARVN's 
defensive move to launch “a major offensive.” “The out- 
come is far more devastating,“ Schlesinger argued, be- 
cause of the “weakened position” of South Vietnam. 

Few congressmen appear to have been moved by the 
administration's argument. The day Schlesinger made his 
remarks, Republican Senator Charles McC. Mathias, Jr. 
of Maryland and Democratic Senator Adlai E. Stevensor 
3d of Illinois introduced legislation to terminate all military 
aid to South Vietnam on June 30, a proposal they expectec 
would provide the focal point for Senate opposition to in- 
creased aid. 

Congressional leaders, caught between the adminis- 
tration's requests and the opposition ol their colleagues 
used the Easter recess that began March 25 to put off con. 
sidering the administration’s request for $300 million ir 
additional military aid. Since Congress did not reconvene 
until April 7, there was no chance that an emergency aic 
supplement for South Vietnam or Cambodia would be 
acted upon before mid-April. 


The siege of Da Nang 





As Washington's indecision continued, the resolve of the 
Communist General Staff and Central Military Committee 
had grown with each day. Reading the messages from 
their battlefield commanders and reports from the spy ir 
Thieu’s staff, they developed an accurate assessment o 
their own army's successes and the enemy's growing dis: 
array. The vision of victories greater than ever before be 
gan to color the rhetoric of even staid senior army officials 
Orders from Hemoi called for big wins in the Da Name 
battle to “create conditions for a strategic victory later.” Te 
lend strength to these edicts the Politburo named a loca 


commander for the forces attacking ARVN's 1 Corps, Ma- 
jor General Le Trong Tan. 

The appointment produced tremors in the COSVN com- 
mond. It meant that once more General Tra's design for 
the quick isolation of Saigon was to be pushed aside in fa- 
vor of a plan engineered by the northerners. As originally 
outlined in the Politburo’s two-year plan, Dung was to 
turn south and support Tra’s offensive against the nation’s 
capital after conquest of the central highlands. But with 
Pleiku, Kontum, Hue, and Chu Lai under Communist con- 
trol, the temptation to finish the GVN in the north was too 
great. The NVA high command anticipated the imminent 
fall of Da Nang and doubted the possibilities of either U.S. 
intervention or a successful South Vietnamese counter- 
attack. But the presence of the RVNAF troops in Da Nang 
still made the cautious General Staff anxious, so they de- 
cided to eliminate any U.S. or South Vietnamese tempta- 
tion to use Da Namg as the springboard for a riposte by 
taking the city immediately. It may have been that Tra's 
argument for a direct assault on Saigon was still too radi- 
cal for the NVA's senior command. Or perhaps they still 
believed they would yet have to negotiate a settlement 
with the GVN. Whatever the reasoning, “After heated dis- 
cussions," Dung said, “we agreed that the best direction 
was to the east.” 

Early in the morning of March 26, General Dung read 
the awaited message from Hanoi for the Communist 
troops surrounding Da Nang: "most rapidly, most dar- 
ingly, most unexpectedly” attack. The General Staff had 
given orders opening the new Communist offensive, effec- 
tive immediately. 

Even as General Tan sped from North Vietnam over the 
roads of the Truong Son Corridor to join his command, the 
siege of Da Nang began with an artillery barrage. Three 
columns of Communist infantry, each supported by artil- 
lery and tank regiments, moved against Truong's thinned 
forces. The B-4 forces pressed southward along Route 1 
toward the Hai Van Pass. The 324B and 325C Divisions 
advanced from the east through Elephant Valley. The 
71lth and 304th Divisions made up the attack force from 
the south along with independent regiments of the B-] 
Front. 

That same morning in Da Nang, MR 1 Consul General 
Al Francis, appointed by Ambassador Martin the previous 
fall, was busy updating the plan to move Americans and 
their South Viemamese employees and informants from 
the city before it fell. The consul general worked under a 
handicap, having been out of the country a month for 
treatment of a serious thyroid condition. Still in a weak- 
ened state, he iried to deal with a crisis that had ap- 
peared within a matter of days. No official word. came 
from the South Vietnamese about abandoning Da Nang, 
but the signs were unmistakable. At I Corps headquarters 
James Schotield, a DAO intelligence officer initially as- 
signed to Hue, discovered the atmosphere “extremely pes- 


simistic and confused. None of the I Corps staff officers felt 
that Danang could be held.” Their primary concern was 
securing seats for their dependents on Air America flights. 

Since Martin was in Washington, Francis relied on his 
own judgment. He decided to get the Americans out of Da 
Nang: consulate dependents immediately, contract em- 
ployees and families next, and, finally, any other Ameri- 
cans. Only the essential members of the consular staff 
would remain. “My decision to press forward [with the 
evacuation] was cinched by the realization the Commu- 
nists were using the refugees as a shield. They were hop- 
ing to bulldoze thousands of them in on us, and thus de- 
moralize and cripple the army as they had at Hue.” 

To avoid creating panic Francis tried to continue an ap- 
pearance of business as usual. But by the morning of the 
twenty-sixth he had discussed an evacuation with Gen- 
eral Homer Smith of the DAO in Saigon, who sent a small 
fleet of five tugs, six barges, and three cargo vessels to Da 
Nang. The ships were to pull out critical military stores 
and heavy equipment, even personnel if necessary. 

Not everyone in Saigon agreed with Francis’s view of 
the situation in Da Nang. Wolfgang Lehmann, Ambassa- 
dor Martin's deputy in Saigon, called to protest the tenor 
of the consul general's messages, but Francis held to his 
assessment. “I'm the man on the spot,” he told Lehmann, 
“and I say time is running out.” 

The air attaché to Saigon, Colonel Gavin McCurdy, 
flew to Da Nang that Wednesday morning to make his 
own survey of MR 1. A look at the crowds of refugees and 
ashort discussion with Francis convinced him of the need 
for a rapid evacuation. By afternoon the colonel was back 
in Saigon trying to impress on the U.S. Mission and the 7th 
Air Force Command in Thailand just how desperate the 
situation in Da Nang was. But McCurdy’s calls and re- 
quests were futile. The U.S. Special Advisory Group in 
Thailand, which controlled most of the aviation forces left 
in Southeast Asia, could not supply even a single helicop- 
ter. All air force and navy aircraft were on alert waiting 
for “Eagle Pull,” the anticipated evacuation of Phnom 
Penh. Plans for Eagle Pull had been made without fore- 
seeing a simultaneous catastrophe in South Vietnam. 

Because of Ambassador John Gunther Dean's graphic 
portrayal of the tragedy in Cambodia, said a CIA analyst, 
“even the most apocalyptic reporting from Saigon paled 
by comparison.” Dean had made his case so effectively 
that each morning Assistant Secretary of State Philip Ha- 
bib opened his East Asia staff meetings with a briefing on 
Cambodia. The news from Saigon rated only second, even 
third place. As a result, attention remained focused on one 
disaster while another of even greater proportions took 
shape. 

The now palpable tension was felt by another DAO 
representative when he arrived in Da Nang on the 
twenty-sixth. E. G. Hey, a civilian employee of the army 
transportation section, was assigned to supervise loading 
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Life Behind 
Communist 
Lines 





While the combat soldiers of the NVA 
drove south in spring 1975, behind them 
political cadres and occupation troops 
began the consolidation of power in the 
conquered areas. The troops from the 
North were greeted with enthusiastic wel- 
comes, the PRG announced. And, indeed, 
in each town that became part of the “lib- 
erated zone” of South Vietnam in March 
and April of 1975, the attitude of many 
Vietnamese was, if not one of enthusiasm, 
at Jeast one of relief. A businessman from 
Da Nang told a Washington Post reporter 
that despite widespread anxiety about 
what the revolution would bring, “at the 
moment ... [people] are just glad to be 
out of the war.” 

One of the most reassuring aspects 
for the “liberated” populations in those 
first days was the stern official standard 
of conduct imposed on all Communist 
troops. They were under orders not to 
take even a “needle or thread” from the 
| people. These rules, codified into a ten- 
point poster, were prominently displayed 
as soon as troops entered a town. For the 
most part, the rules appeared to have 
been scrupulously observed. 

Although many towns seemed surpris- 
| ingly unaltered as they resumed their 
routines-the buses ran, the electricity 
worked—there were signs of change. 
Communist slogans were posted where 
GVN slogans had been, and “revolution- 
ary” films showed where American mov- 
ies had played. Countless NLF flags flew 
and the troops addressed officials as 
“brother” or “sister.” North Vietnamese 
technicians who had been rushed to the 
South could be seen organizing ship- 
ments ol captured arms to the front. Other 
North Vietnamese had been sent to begin 
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planning the economic, medical, and ed- 
ucational aspects of postwar reconstruc- 
tion, Students who had joined the revolu- 
tion wore red arm bands or, if they had 
been given permission to carry weapons, 
white arm bands. Hanoi time replaced 
Saigon time (an hour's difference), just as 
the DRV dong replaced the piaster. 
American-style flowered shirts and flared 
slacks became less common and more 
traditional attire reappeared. 

For the moment, the concrete ways in” 
which life was affected by the occupation 
were limited for most to enforced atten- 
dance at nightly meetings where instruc- 
tion in “revolutionary: thought began at 
the hands of seasoned cadres. For some 
the Communist presence meant the secu- 
tity of knowing there would be no more 
harassment by the GVN police; for others, 
it meant fear of an unknown future at the 
hands of the new authorities. 

To govern the new territories, the Com- 
munists hastened to set up makeshift ad- 
ministrative institutions in the towns and 
villages. Ban Me Thuot was placed under 
the jurisdiction of an NVA colonel of mon- 
tagnard origin, according to Le Monde. 
In Da Nang, a nine-member “committee 
of military control” headed by a member 
of the NLF Central Committee was said to 
be in charge. Local Communist-ap- 
proved governments began to function 
most quickly in areas that had the most 
deeply entrenched guerrilla infrastruc- 
tures. But Vietnamese who left Commu- 
nist-controlled Da Nang told Fox But- 
terfield of the New York Times that while 
“local people long associated with the 
Vietcong have been appointed to new 
jobs in the Communist civil administration 
... the troops in charge are North Viet- 
namese.” 

The official position of the Communists 
remained that they were fighting for ob- 
servance of the Paris agreement. There- 
fore the principles of coalition government 
would be applied in the “liberated” 
areas. This posture was reflected in the 
attendance of a non-Communist leader of 
the Buddhist Forces for National Recon- 
ciliation at a meeting of Hue's revolution- 
ary committee. 

Since much of the public relations 
work of the new leadership involved ef- 
forts to allay the population's misgivings 
about Communist rule, some attention 
was given to the question of religion. Time 


magazine reported that “Hanoi ordered 
its ... troops to revere temples, pagodas, 
and churches.” On the eve of the Com- 
munist entry into a town, guerrillas would 
tell its inhabitants to hang Buddhist flags 
if they did not have NLF flags. 

Perhaps most anxious were those whe 
had held positions in the South Vietnam. 
ese military, administration, or police 
forces. While reprisals against some sen: 
ior officials and soldiers occurred, there 
were few reports of official executions 
Deaths among GVN officials in reeduca 
tion camps and new economic zone: 
would be high in years to come, but ir 
March and April 1975 the Communist: 
still paid lip service to the Paris agree 
ment. Unsure just how far the offensive 
would take them, the Communists neede( 
to retain the option to negotiate. Any talk 
would have been practically impossibl: 
to pursue if there had been a repeat c 
the Communist massacre of GVN official 
that occurred at Hue during the Tet offen 
sive of 1968. 

If summary treatment of ex-GVN offi 
cials was the exception in early 197! 
what then was the rule? For some, th 
prospect of reeducation, or hoc tag 
loomed. In various towns, certain peopl 
were designated lor this process, but nc 
body really knew what it would mear 
Many ARVN officers were held in cus 
tody. For most soldiers and officials, how 
ever, all that was demanded at this poi 
was that they register with the authoritie 
and list all their past political activitie 
and affiliations. For low-level official 
continuity was the norm and many staye 
at their posts. The Communists allowe 
teachers to return to their classrooms a 
though they were to be retrained for 
new curriculum and new teaching mett 
ods. Meanwhile, some captured ARV. 
soldiers were impressed into service € 
drivers and technicians for the last phas 
of the offensive. 

All of these first steps of the Comm 
nists in their new domains, happenin 
even before the end of the war, were on 
the beginning of what would be an in 
mense administrative task. From clearir 
mines to resettling refugees in their v. 
lages, from restoring order to the eco 
omy to introducing huge populations 
“revolutionary” thought, the tasks tl 
Communists had waited to begin for thir 
agonizing years of war were under way 


of heavy equipment and stores on the fleet of boats and 
"barges General Smith had sent north. When checking in 
at the consulate that afternoon, Hey was surprised to find 
tense staff members burning and shredding documents— 
surprised because Da Nang was not supposed to be in 
any immediate danger. But Hey had a job to do, and after 
a few words with the staff he went back to the business of 
preparing military supplies for movement to Saigon. A bit 
later, while surveying the city docks and deep-water 
piers, Hey saw the survivors of Hue arriving at the water- 
front but noticed no attempt to receive cmd organize the 
soldiers. They simply slipped into the crowds of refugees 
gathering around the harbor. 

Originally there had been a plan to deal with the 
crowds of refugees and the confusion they caused. ARVN 
troops had set up roadblocks at the edge of Da Nang in 
mid-March to keep them on the outskirts of the city. When 
the Communist shelling began, however, General Truong 
could not leave the civilians under the merciless enemy 
| fire and they were allowed into the city. Regardless of his 
| decision, the refugees would interfere with his troops’ de- 
fenses. Outside ARVN's lines they blocked the army's 
fields of fire; behind the lines they jammed communication 
| and resupply roads and overwhelmed the city's military 
and civilian police. 

As of yet, however, the refugees had not disturbed op- 
erations at Da Nang’s main airport. Throughout the morn- 
ing of the twenty-sixth, flights moved smoothly with Air 
Vietnam, World Airways, Air America, and Vietnamese 
Air Force aircratt shuttling in and out, Even with the ex- 
panded volume of traffic, however, demand outstripped 
supply as senior Vietnamese officials and their families, 
Americans, and citizens of other countries awaited space 
on outgoing aircraft. Only in the late evening did some 
scuffling occur as VNAF personnel and their dependents 
shoved onto a flight scheduled for U.S. consular personnel. 

Since no attempt had been made to organize the Ist Di- 
vision survivors from Hue and the 2d Division remained on 
Re Island, Truong was feeling the shortage of combat 
troops. Intact units left to I Corps were the 3d Division, two 
brigades of Marines, and a number of Territorial units of 
only marginal value against the tank-supported NVA 
regulars. Only the Vietnamese Air Force attack squad- 
rons, available to fly close support missions from the city's 
two airfields, ameliorated Truong's difficult position. Yet 
the VNAF could never match the 300 sorties a day the U.S. 
flew in the defense of 1 Corps during the Easter offensive 
of 1972. Nor could they deliver anywhere near the bomb 
tonnage dropped by the Americans. 

For some South Vietnamese soldiers the status of their 
air force was now irrelevant. Late that night, as Staff Ser- 
geant Walter Sparks, the NCO in charge of Da Nang's 
six-man U.S. Marine detachment, stood talking to a South 
Vietnamese guard in front of the consulate, more evacuees 
from Hue landed at the nearby docks. Near-naked Viet- 





namese soldiers carrying rifles ran past, weeping and 
crying out to those they met. The guard himself burst into 
tears and repeated their hysterical litany to the American. 
“They were lst Division,” he was told, “the South Vietnam- 
ese were not helping them, the Americans were not help- 
ing them, and their country was lost.” 





We will be in tomorrow 





From the consulate, Sparks watched the change in the 
city. Overnight on March 26-27, crowds of Vietnamese 
had set up camp in the streets and occupied every avail- 
able inch of ground in the downtown area. Armed sol- 
diers, obviously no longer under control, wandered 
aimlessly. 


After twenty-four hours of fighting his way through the | 


refugee-jammed streets between loading sites, Hey, the 
DAO logistician, finally realized how inappropriate were 
his efforts. People were now the prize to be salvaged from 
Da Nang, not guns or trucks. He once again made his way 
to the consulate and there recommended to Francis that it 
was time for a change in shipping priorities. He pointed 
out that the backlog of passengers at the airport was con- 
tinuing to grow. The tugs and barges assigned to move 
military supplies would soon be the only way to transport 
large numbers of military men and civilians from Da 
Nong, including the remaining Americans. Francis 
quickly approved the idea of shipping people, and Hey 
began making arrangements using a landing craft as his 
personal water taxi to avoid the blocked streets. 

The Americans assigned to the consulate staff stayed 
put until Thursday afternoon, March 27, but with the 
ominous word from the Air America dispatcher that the 
airport was periodically closed by a sea of people on the 
runways, Francis could avoid a decision on the evac- 
uation of the American staff no longer. After heated de- 
bates with some who argued that a pullout of the official 
U.S. presence would only worsen the situation, Francis at 
5:30 p.m. ordered the remaining fifty-odd Americans to 
leave Da Namg. The message was passed to assemble ei- 
ther at the consulate, the Alamo apartment complex, or 
Prancis's home, all within a half-mile of the city docks. 

At Da Nang's main airfield the situation had slipped 
beyond control. At dawn on the twenty-seventh the refu- 
gees crowding the terminal ond parking ramp areas had 
appeared sleepy amd tranquil. However, the loading of a 
World Airways flight at 9:00 a.m. turned into a free-for-all. 
Panicked crowds mobbed every subsequent aircraft land- 
ing at Da Nang. 

Officials eased the problem temporarily by ordering 
arriving aircratt to stop in remote sections of the huge air- 
field. Selected passengers would then be driven to the air- 
craft. Smaller Air America C-46s and C-47s were di- 
verted to the Marble Mountain airfield west of Da Nang 
where the military still controlled access to the field. Heli- 
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copters shuttled passengers there from landing pads near 
the consulate downtown and the main airport. 

By evening, chaos ruled Da Nang airport. At 8:00 p.m. 
Consul General Francis halted all U.S.-controlled flights 
except for those out of Marble Mountain, Americans at the 
airport who missed getting out were moved downtown to 
the Alamo apartments. Behind them at the airfield “the 
runways were littered with rubber sandals, fragments of 
silk clothing and bamboo hats, broken toys, electric fans 
and the other flotsam left by fleeing people,” wrote New 
York Times reporter Malcolm Browne. “Children here and 
there wept bitterly, hugging puppies and kittens.” 

That night, as Sgt. Sparks moved among the three as- 
sembly points, he could hear firing all around the outskirts 


| of the city. To the north, the sounds of heavy artillery 


boomed from the Hai Van Pass. At one point, his reveries 
were broken by a jeep with a loudspeaker blaring in Viet- 
namese. His heart sank when the message was trans- 
lated. “Be calm, don't panic, raise your Buddhist flags; we 
[the NVA] will be in tomorrow to restore order.” “Oh my 
Lord,” Sparks thought, “they are already here.” 


Horror at the docks 


Shortly before midnight at the city docks, Hey had seen 
the first load of South Vietnamese navy and army per- 
sonnel and their dependents pulled away from the docks 
for transfer to the ships newly arrived from Saigon and 
anchored offshore. At 1:30 a.m. on March 28 he was 
aboard the tug Shibaura still directing the movement of 
barges when the captain of the boat received a message 
from Francis to pick up the consulate staff in two hours. 
Hey had to scramble to locate two empty barges for the 
assignment. 

On shore, consulate staff members bribed the ARVN 
colonel in charge of dock security to make sure the mass 
of Vietnamese was kept out of the dock area when the 
barges arrived. However, the Americans assembled at the 
Alamo amd Francis's house still had io travel the half-mile 
to the docks without being seen. Attracting attention could 
mean a stampede for the barges or even an attack from 
the panic-stricken Vietnamese. 

Garbage trucks saved the situation. Vietnamese con- 
sulate employees rode on the outside while the Americans 
hid in the center of the truck beds. The convoy, with 
Sparks in the last truck, nosed slowly through the sleepy 
early morning crowds in the streets, the drivers ignoring 
threats irom leaderless soldiers, until they reached the 
safety ol the cordoned-oli dock. The garbage truck ruse 
had worked. When the trucks arrived at the dock, the tug 
boat crew watched in wonderment as Honda motorcycles, 
large boxes, and suitcases belonging to the Vietnamese 
employees appeared on the barges within minutes. Just as 
promptly the crewmen tossed the baggage into the water 
to make room for the crowd waiting to board. 








78 


The ARVN colonel's security troops had held the 
crowds back for hours, but a rush of refugees through the 
dock gates at 5:30 a.m. overwhelmed them. Hey, realizing 
they had to get out now or be shoved off the barges, be- 
gan to knock people aside lo cast off the lines holding the 
barge to the dock. But as quickly as one was freed, the 
Vietnamese tied it back again while others began inchinc 
hand over hemd along the rope to the two barges. Aware 
of the futility of the task, Hey signaled the captain of the 
tug to use full power to break away from the pier. It tool 
several tries to break free. Each time the tug pulled for 
ward the lines tothe dock pulled taut, breaking the grip o 
those clinging to the ropes and pitching them into the wa 
ter. Then the lines recoiled, snapping the barges back int 
the dock, crushing those in the water. 

Sparks, who had seen men die before, described th 
scene as the most tragic he had ever witnessed. But h 
also saw bravery and courage: “Vietnamese mother 
saved their children by throwing them [from the dock] t 
British girls, Aussies, everybody [on the barges] grabbin: 
babies” and trying to keep the elderly and infirm aboar 
from falling or being pushed into the water by othe 
panic-stricken refugees. 

Finally the lines gave way and the horror ended. Th 
Americans left Da Nang ten years and twenty days afte 
the U.S. Marines had first landed there. The barge 
slipped down the Da Nang channel toward deep wate 
leaving behind the smoke of the burning city and th 
pounding of the NVA artillery. Sparks noticed that atte 
the tragedy on the docks it was suddenly very calm an 
beautiful: the sun was rising and a haze clung to the side 
of Monkey Mountain, which loomed over the harbo 
“People were quiet on the barge,” he realized. “I coul 
just look back over the years. I thought, ‘God, what 
waste.’ As the shock wore off, those on board notice 
they were surrounded by hundreds of fishing vessels ar 
small Viemamese naval craft aswarm with people makir 
for deep water and the rescue fleet. Occasionally the 
heard the popping of gunfire as desperate refugees trie 
lo take over less-crowded craft and those aboard tl 
threatened boats fought back with equal desperation. 

At midmoming on the twenty-eighth, the tug ar 
barges steered alongside the cargo ship Pioneer Co. 
tender and tied up. Ai first only medical personnel we: 
allowed on board to set up a hospital area while Ame: 
cams and other foreign nationals formed a security for 
for controlling the loading of the Vietnamese onto il 
cargo ship. At noon the refugees began transferring to tl 
Pioneer Contender. After three hours the crowd on fl 
barges was little diminished. As quickly as anyone left tl 
barge, small boats pulled up and more Vietname 
climbed on board. Crewmen shot at the small boats to rı 
them off but it did no good. Finally, realizing the ship, « 
ready carrying more than its limit of 6,000 people, was g 
ing to be severely overloaded, the captain gave orders | 


the Pioneer Contender to steam away from the crowd of 
small boats. 

The Pioneer Contender finished loading at 6:00 p.m. 
when the last of 12,000 refugees come on board. As crew- 
men boarded the barge to cut it loose, they found the 
bodies of 30 people. Most of the victims were the very 
young and the very old who had died in the crush and the 
trauma of the day’s trip. Sgt. Sparks, though, discovered 
that not everyone was dead. Using a flashlight the marine 
spotted an old man lying in the refuse of the barge deck, 
and when Sparks picked up the frail figure, the old man 
screamed; his leg was broken. Sparks made another dis- 
covery; close by, petrified with fear, but alive, sat the old 
man's wife. At 7:00 p.m., this final aged couple on board, 
the Pioneer Contender sailed for Cam Ranh Bay. 





The evacuation of I Corps 








About the time that the consulate staff had sailed around 
Monkey Mountain, General Truong, the I Corps com- 
mander, met with his subordinates and ordered his lines 
| pulled back toward Da Nang so that the remaining ARVN 
| artillery could be centralized and thereby offer more con- 





centrated fire support. The move was also dictated by an 
increasingly acute shortage of combat troops to defend the 
perimeter. The Territorial troops were slipping away from 
their positions to find relatives and search for a ride south. 
At noon, however, Truong's latest defensive plans took 
a body blow. A message from the JGS advised that NVA 
forces would launch an all-out assault during the night. 
All helicopters and jets were therefore to be evacuated 
from Da Nang immediately to save them from destruction. 
Realizing that no part of his command was out of range 
of the enemy artillery and that there was no more air force 
to strike at the enemy heavy guns, Truong at last admitted 
to himself the futility of any further defense of Da Nang. 
The general radioed Saigon recommending to President 
Thieu that Da Nang be evacuated immediately to save the 
remaining I Corps forces for the defense of Saigon. But the 
nation’s leader once again suffered from indecision. “He | 
did not tell General Truong whether to withdraw or to 
hold and fight,” General Vien later said. Thieu asked how | 
many people could be taken out but issued no orders. 





A few of the South Vietnamese infantrymen who escaped Hue 
from the beach aboard a raft scramble onto a navy ship. 














Within minutes of the inconclusive conversation, commu- 
nications between I Corps and Saigon were destroyed by 
gunfire. NVA artillery spotters who had already infiltrated 
the city were improving the bombardment's accuracy. 

The destruction of communications relieved Truong of 
the burden of waiting for a presidential decision on with- 
drawal. The general sent for his naval commander, Com- 


| modore Ho Van Ky Thoai, to plan the evacuation of Da 


Nang. As it evolved, the scheme called for each of the in- 


| fantry units to move toward one of three embarkation 


points to be picked up by available ships: the 258th Ma- 
rine Brigade at the foot of Hai Van Pass, ihe 147th Marine 


| Brigade at the beach near Marble Mountain, and the 3d 


Division at the Hoi An Estuary about twenty-five kilome- 
ters south of Da Nang. 

Yet while Truong could still direct his army, he could 
not control the civilians. By the time of his meeting with 
Thoai, the city's population had swollen to 2 million. The 
streets were so jammed it proved impossible to transport 
340 wounded soldiers from the hospital to the airport. 
Every public building, all the public roads, and the harbor 
had been taken over by refugees. “The chaos and dis- 
order were indescribable,” said Lieutenamt General Le 


' Nguyen Khang, a JGS representative in the city. “Hunger, 





looting, and crimes were widespread.” The Saigon gov- 
ernment, which only days before assured Truong it would 
deal with the refugee problem, did nothing and remained, 


| as the general noted, “silent on the problem.” 


For Consu! General Al Francis, who had elected to stay 
behind, labors this Friday centered around the makeshift 


| airlift operations he managed to continue from the Marble 


Mountain airstrip. Late in the afternoon, he recognized a 
group of South Vietnamese refugees that had been mis- 


| takenly consigned to an isolated section of the field and 


forgotten. As he directed them toward an awaiting Air 
America C-47, Francis noticed an ARVN artillery battery 
with its howitzer barrels pointed down the runway. Nego- 


| tiating desperately, Francis promised to evacuate some of 
| the officers, troops, and their families in exchange for not 


interfering with the flight. As the aircraft taxied for a take- 
off, however, scores of soldiers ran after it, grasping at the 
wings cmd tail to prevent its flight. Francis ran alter them 


| yelling and throwing punches at those he could reach. The 


diversion worked but the disgruntled soldiers turned on 
the American and beat him savagely. He survived only by 
playing dead. Two British charity workers who saw the 


_ beating helped him away. That flight proved to be the last 


authorized out of Da Nang. 

That evening, battered and sore, Francis and his British 
companions left the airfield and walked to General 
Truong’s nearby headquarters. They found him almost 
alone, destroying the last of his files and battle maps. The 
four men soon climbed into the remaining undamaged 
helicopter and flew to the Vietnamese naval headquarters 
near the base of Monkey Mountain. It was a short-lived 
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refuge. At midnight heavy NVA artillery began pounding 
the navy buildings and hit barges filled with refugees at 
the nearby docks. Dodging explosions, the American con- 
sul general and the two Englishmen ran for a nearby 
beach, swam through the surf, and were picked up be- 
yond the breakers by a small South Vietnamese navy pa- 
trol boat. 

Shortly after midnight on the morning of March 29, 
Truong, who had remained at naval headquarters, or- 
dered Major General Nguyen Duy Hinh, commander of 
the ARVN 3d Division, to establish a beachhead north of 
Hoi An with his*three regiments so that naval vessels 
could pick up the troops. For Hinh, who over three years 
had molded the 3d into a confident, formidable fighting 
force, the defense of Da Nang was already a morale dis- 
aster. For a week his men, ordered from position to posi- 
tion, had never been allowed to make a stand against the 
Communists. Their major combat came while withdraw- 
ing through positions southwest of Da Nang supposedly 
held by Territorial troops. As the Regional units dissolved, 
NVA sapper umits infiltrated to set up ambushes and 
roadblocks. When the 3d Division pulled back, they were 
forced to clear Route ] and recapture Hoi An from the 
NVA advance units. 

Now, Hinh wondered, just how well had I Corps pro- 
vided for his men’s evacuation? The orders provided di- 
rections that in case too few ships reached the pickup 
point, the division must move to Cham Island, twenty kilo: 
meters offshore, “by its own means.” Confiscated civiliar 
fishing boats would be the only alternative for the escape 
to Cham Island. The men in the ranks must have sharec 
Hinh's thoughts, for when the division moved out at 1:31 
AM., many of the 12,000 troops broke ranks and driftec 
away to search for relatives and their own way south. 

The men of the 3d were not alone in searching for c 
way out. Just as the division pulled out for the beach at Ho 
An, the last of the senior officers left I Corps headquarter: 
in Da Nang. Commodore Thoai, who planned the evac 
uation, and Major General Bui The Lan, commander c 
the Marine Corps Division, had already sent their staff 
out to the rescue fleet by smal! boat when small-arms fir 
near the headquarters convinced them it was time t 
leave, Thoai went from room to room and found only ı 
single navy lieutenant still burning classified document: 
When Thoai and Lan walked outside, they realized Ger 
eral Truong had taken the last flying helicopter to nave 
headquarters. Other copters sitting on the strip were dar 
aged and useless. 

Taking a boat from the nearby beach appeared to b 
the next option for escape. The pair walked past the mai 
gate where lay four NVA sappers killed by securit 
guards. For a while ihey waited for a boat, but each tim 
one approached it drew fire from the frustrated crowd c 
the shore. Thoci and Lan then decided to find a le: 
crowded beach along the base of Monkey Mountai 


About 4:00 a.m., after hours of wandering lost in the jungle, 
they discovered a rocky shore on the north side of the 
mountain from which they hailed a passing naval boat 
and swam out to be rescued. Thoai and Lan soon trans- 
ferred to the flagship of the South Vietnamese fleet from 
which the commodore continued to oversee the increas- 
ingly chaotic pullout. 

After daybreak, General Truong decided that he too 
had done everything possible on shore and the time had 
come to attempt his own evacuation. The I Corps com- 
mander left the naval headquarters, waded into the surf, 
and with the help of am aide made it to the safety of a pa- 
trol boat. He soon joined Thoai and Lan on the flagship. 

In the early Saturday morning fog that had set in along 
the coast, the junks and small boats commanded by the 

South Vietnamese navy moved into the assembly areas to 











pick up the Marines and soldiers of I Corps. As at Hue, the 
ships could not beach because of low tides. The troops 
were forced to wade and swim to the awaiting vessels. 
The two brigades of the Marine Corps Division made it 
from the beaches in good numbers. Despite the loss of the 
third marine brigade at Hue, the attrition of a week of 
rear-guard actions, and the corrosive effects of the hysteria 
that ravaged Da Nang, 6,000 Marines boarded the ships. 
The 3d Division fared much worse, Eventually 5,000 
men assembled on the Hoi An beach and at noon 1,000 of 
them were taken off, but the next boats did not arrive for 
six hours. By the time four naval vessels approached the 
beach the soldiers were enraged and self-destructive. 
They fired on the craft, according to General Hinh's ac- 
count, and drove them off. Commodore Thoai noted that 
realistically, even if the ships had beached, very little 
space was left on board. The remaining troops of the 3d 
Division were left behind on the beach with the option of 
either finding a boat for themselves or awaiting capture. 


As the great exodus took place from the beaches of Da 
Nang, another act of high drama played itself out at the 
city's airport. Early that morning of the twenty-ninth, 
World Airways President Edward J. Daly had decided on 
one last flamboyant attempt to save people in the sur- 


rounding city. The U.S. Embassy had expressly requested | 


that omy more flights be canceled because of the disorder 
at the Da Nang airport. But Daly persisted. Using two 
Boeing 727s he had contracted to haul cargo for the US. 
government, Daly and his crews took off from Saigon and 
flew north to the surrounded city. While one aircraft cir- 
cled, the other with Daly aboard landed at an apparently 
peaceful airfield. The touchdown of the aircraft, however, 
set a mass of people in motion. The mob came at the air- 
craft “roaring across the tarmac on motorbikes, jeeps, 
scooters—and on foot,” remembered United Press Inter- 


The last flight from Da Nang, March 29. Four men survived 
the World Airways 727 flight to Saigon by hiding inside the 
wheel wells. The legs of one who did not survive dangle from 
a landing-gear door. 








national reporter Paul Vogle, a passenger on the flight. 
Daly and the reporter positioned themselves at the bot- 
tom of the passenger ramp to face the crowd, but at the 
forefront raced the tough volunteers of the Ist Division's 
Hac Bao (Black Panther) strike company. They had made 
it through the debacle at Hue and were now determined 


to survive the evacuation of Da Nang. Before Daly and | 


Vogle managed to fight their way back on board and sig- 
nal the crew to take off, 270 Vietnamese had jammed 
themselves into the cabin. Except for two women and a 
baby all were soldiers. 

“As we started rolling insanity gripped those who had 
lost their chance,” Vogle wrote. “Government troops 
opened fire at us. Somebody lobbed a hand grenade to- 
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ward the wing. The explosion jammed the extended 
flaps.” Noticing that army trucks had blocked the main 
runways, the pilot gunned the aircraft into the air from the 
short taxi strip. As the 727 took off, observers in the other 
aircraft could see people hanging from its undercarriage 
and wheel wells. Because the aircraft wheels were not re- 
tracted during the flight, several of them survived the trip 
and miraculously walked away from the aircraft after 
landing in Saigon. 





It is lost 





General Tan's North Vietnamese regulars entered Da 
Nang Easter morning, March 30, but stayed in the out- 
skirts far from the cmarchy that gripped the city docks. By 
slowing their advance, they gave the madness that 
gripped the populace a chance to burn itself out. It also al- 
lowed the last Americans to escape. It is probable that the 
Communists did not want to have to deal with the capture 
of large numbers of foreign nationals and the resulting po- 


the dark or the message was just for the historical record.” 
Before nightfall, however, Saigon had accepted the truth; 
Deputy Premier Phan Quang Dan called for a meeting of 
newsmen in the capital to say the battle for Military Re- 
gion 1 was over. “It is lost,” he said. “The Communists 
have taken Danang.” 

Just a few miles out to sea from the lost city, E. G. Hey 
was back, this time aboard the Pioneer Commander. He 
had returned after seeing ashore the first loads of refugees 
at Cam Ramh Bay, the huge American-built base selected 
as the collection point for many ol the evacuees from the 
north. On Hey's first trip the Vietnamese of Da Nang had 
been panicky, but on this Easter Day their mood had de- 
generated into a murderous frenzy. As a barge jammed 
with refugees pulled alongside to unload, the American 
was staggered by the sight of perhaps 8,000 on board— 
twice the previous load. So great was the crush that sev- 
eral people fell overboard and drowned as the two vessels 
moved together. Soldiers made up about half of the barge 
population, but few retained any discipline. When the lad- 





litical complications. Why should = 
they risk giving the U.S. a reason to 
intervene by stopping the evacuation 
| of Americans and their South Viet- 
namese associates? Perhaps the NVA 
also sought to avoid unnecessary 
casualties when I Corps was rapidly 
disintegrating by itself. Whatever 
their motivation, the Communists held 
back and allowed the frenzied evac- 
uation to continue as an international 
flotilla of Japanese, Vietnamese, Chi- 
nese, and American ships gathered 
to pick up thousands who found some 
way to reach the deep-water amchor- 
age off Da Nang. 

On board the flagship of the South 
Vietnamese evacuation fleet, the 
powerful naval radios once again put 
General Truong within reach of Pres- 
ident Thieu's messages from Saigon. 
Thieu apparently had no idea of Da 
Nang’s fall since Truong's decision to 
evacuate came only after communi- 
cations at I Corps had been de- 
stroyed. As navy Captain Nguyen 
Xuan Son and other senior South 
Vietnamese officers watched the final 
agony of those abandoned and bom- 
barded on the beaches of Da Nang, 
he noted that Truong began "receiv- 
ing messages from the president or- 
dering that we hold Danang at all 
costs.” One of the staff speculated 
that “either Saigon was completely in 
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der lowered from the Pioneer Commander, shooting broke 

out as the troops intimidated and ran over the civilians in 
| a rush to be the first aboard. Attempts to control the sol- 
| diers were futile. 

By 5:30 p.m. the loading was complete. As Hey looked 
toward Da Nang he realized no more small boats were 
leaving the inner harbor and the gunfire had ceased. Fly- 
ing an Air America helicopter from ship to ship, the DAO 

representative met with the senior Americans scattered 
throughout the small fleet. Anticipating that the advancing 
| Communists might use the weapons discarded on the 
beach to shell the rescue vessels, they agreed that it was 
_ time to get out. 
When Hey returned to the Pioneer Commander he was 
stopped by a delegation of English-speaking refugees 
who warned that Communist sappers were on board. The 
American immediately ordered guards into place to pro- 

| tect the engine room and navigation areas, but the warn- 
ing was apparently only another manifestation of the hys- 
teria that ruled the crowds on board. 


Shortly before midnight Hey, on the boat deck amid- 
ships, glanced toward the stern of the ship and found him- 
self witnessing an execution. A Vietnamese man, brought 
to the ship's rail by soldiers, was stripped, searched, and 
finally executed with a handgun; then the ghastly tableau 
was repeated with a second victim. Horrified, Hey ran to a 
group of English-speaking officers on the main deck who 
informed him the troops were executing those who had no 
identification cards as Communist infiltrators. When 


quizzed as to the likelihood of the allegations, the officers | 


speculated that perhaps some were Communists, but oth- 
ers were simply robbed and then killed to eliminate them 
as witnesses. “Fearing for our own safety,” Hey later 
wrote, "we did not attempt to interfere.” Finally the hellish 
night came to an end and the ships again unloaded at 
Cam Ranh; left behind on the Pioneer Commander were 
twenty-five bodies. 


As the ships unloaded on Monday, March 31, the last | 


vessels floating off Da Nang, those of the Vietnamese 
navy, received orders to depart. As they sailed, aban- 
doned were scores of tanks and artil- 








Sa lery pieces, hundreds of tons of am- 
| munition, 180 aircraft, and perhaps 
70,000 regular and Territorial troops 
among whom the NVA already 
moved, sorting out the South Viet- 
namese marked for execution or im- 
prisonment as well as those the NVA 
could use to drive the captured trucks 
and tanks as the Communist jugger- 
naut turned south. 

The evacuation of Da Nang 
capped a disaster greater than the 
flight from the central highlands. Of 
the government's four infantry divi- 
sions, four Ranger groups, armored 
of Territorial, and staff 
troops, 
pulled out. Of the 2 million civilions 


support, 


March, only slightly more than 50,000 
were evacuated in the sea lift. 


Monday, Defense Secretary Schlesin- 
ger, known for his lack of self-delu- 
sion, still saw hope for South Viet- 
nam. “There would be major actions” 
in the next month or two, he said, but 
if the military can hold “there is no 
reason to despair.” 





South Vietnamese troops are sorted out 
by their Communist captors after the 
fall of Da Nang. 
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brigade, air division, and thousands | 
around 16,000 men were | 


who packed Da Nang at the end of | 


However in Washington on that | 
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Evacuation 
Without End 


During March of 1975, South Vietnam col- 
lapsed so rapidly that civilians fleeing be- 
fore the Communists had no sooner been 
settled in one city than they had to be 
transported via sea lift to new refuges far- 
ther south. For many the journey began in 
the imperial city of Hue, taken by the 
NVA on March 25. From the port of Tan 
My just a few kilometers east, Vietnamese 
navy vessels that had been ordered to re- 
move troops and materiel began loading 
distraught civilians trapped by the Com- 
munist blockade of Highway 1. The ships 
headed for Da Nang, eighty kilometers to 
the south. In the past, American bombers 
and long convoys loaded with fresh 
troops and supplies had sallied north 
from Da Nang to thwart the Communist 
advances in 1965, 1968, and 1972, but not 
this time. As Hue emptied out, the five 
provinces defended by I Corps troops be- 
gan to fall to the Communists in rapid 
succession. 





As NVA forces close in on Hue in March 
1975, a South Vietnamese naval vessel 
steams to Da Nang with a cargo of civil- 
ians and soldiers. 
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At Da Nang 


Refugees from Hue began arriving at Da 
Nang on March 23. Over a decade be- 
fore, U.S. Marines had first waded ashore 
on a beach near the city. Now Da Nang 
was swollen with terrified families, lost 
children, and dying hopes. Hundreds of 
thousands crowded into the city from the 
surrounding provinces, and soldiers from 
shattered units wandered the streets 
aimlessly, no longer concerned with de- 
fending their homeland. Remarked one 
lst Division major who had fled Hue on a 
sampan: "I don't even know where my 
wife and children are. Why should I care 
about my division command?” 


Above. A landing craft arrives in Da Nang 
with refugees from Hue on March 24. 


Left. A South Vietnamese marine comforts 
his wife aboard a ship near Da Nang. 


Right. Human “cargo” is unloaded at Da 
Nang, March 24 
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Da Nang proved no 
safer than Hue, as 
South Vietnamese 
troops were ordered 
to abandon the city in 
late March. Here, 
leaving their military 
equipment on the 
beach, ARVN soldiers 
paddle out through 
the surf on inflated in- 
ner tubes in a desper- 
ate effort to reach 
waiting landing craft 
on March 31, 1975. 
Eventually 1,000 men 
of the 3d Infantry Divi- 
sion and two brigades | 
of marines boarded 
the last boats from Da 
Nang. 
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No safe haven | 


On the thirtieth, Communist troops en- 
| tered Da Nang virtually unchallenged as | 
| the South Vietnamese troops pulled out. 
Civilians again boarded evacuation 
ships—freighters and LSTs with inade- 
quate toilet facilities, no food, and little 
water—and endured yet another journey, 
this one to the southern sanctuaries of 
Cam Ranh Bay, Vung Tau, and Phu 
| Quoc Island. Among the 90,000 refugees, | 
) approximately 16,000 were I Corps sol- 
diers evacuated from the beaches at Da 
Nang, the ragged remainder of a force 
that had once been nearly ten times that 


size. 











Above. On Apri 


of the thousands f 





ight. Refugees in a tub 
eat Vung Tau —_ - 
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__ of ARVN’s collapse in the highlemds and Military 





“Yon Must Wine 


On March 31, as regular soldiers of the North 
Vietnamese 2d Army Corps swept through the 
streets of Da Nemg attempting to restore order, a 
“flash telegram” from Hemoi arrived at General 
Dung’s headquarters in the central highlands. 
Signed by Le Duon, first secretary of the Lao 
Dong (Workers') party, the communiqué brought 
final confirmation of a “historic decision” reached 
by the North Viemamese Politburo six days be- 
fore. Emboldened by the unanticipated swifmess 











Although Dung, as a member of the Politburo, had en- 
dorsed that decision, as the field commander for all North 
Vietnamese forces in the South he discerned “two major, 
nearly contradictory characteristics” in Hanoi's new plan. 
On the one hand, there was “the need to prepare a strong, 
multifaced force” capable of coordinating attacks on a 
scale unprecedented for the Vietnamese Communists. 
This, Dung calculated, would require “a relatively long 
period of time to achieve good results” since the South 
Vietnamese, with their forces now concentrated into a 

| much smaller area, could be expected to fight more tena- 
ciously than they had in the earlier stages of the current 
campaign. On the other hand, there was “the extreme ur- 
gency of the new strategic opportunity,” an urgency em- 
phatically underscored by the latest missive from Hanoi. 
The “final decisive battle for our army and people,” it de- 
clared, must be carried out “at the earliest time—best of all 
in April. It must not be postponed.” 

In accordance with long-standing revolutionary mili- 
tary doctrine, which called for the patient, methodical 
preparation of the battletield prior to launching an attack, 
Dung had requested the support of two additional divi- 
sions trom North Vietnam as well as permission to consoli- 
date the conquest of Military Region 2 before turning 
south. The Politburo promptly acceded to the first request, 
dispatching the 338th cmd 312th Divisions of the Ist Army 
Corps from Ninh Binh Province on March 25. But after ini- 
tially gronting Dung “a few days” to carry through his 
| blitzkrieg to the coast, his comrades in Hanoi decided they 
| would delay no longer. At last embracing the plan that 

General Tra had advocated from the outset, the Politburo 

ordered Dung on March 3] to commit all available units 

and resources under his command to the southern front. 
| Dung himself was to proceed at once to the regional mili- 
tary base camp near Loc Ninh where he would be joined 
by COSVN Chairman Pham Hung and 4th Army Corps 
Commander General Tram Vem Tra. All three were to 
await the arrival ol “Brother Sau,” the code name for no 
less prominent an emissary than Le Duc Tho, who would 
apprise them in person and in detail ol the Politburo's 
plans. 

The first days of April thus brought a sudden and 
ominous shift in the disposition of North Vietnamese forces, 
as unit commanders moved to comply with the new cam- 
paign slogem: “Lightning speed, daring, surprise, certain 
victory.” Leading the way were three ol the four divisions 
that had participated in the highlands campaign, now or- 
ganized into the 3d Army Corps. The 316th Division was 
the first to set out, advancing along Route 14 toward Sai- 
| gon from the northwest. The 320th Division, after seizing 
Tuy Hoa on April 1, was ordered to turn back and retrace 
its march along Route 7B and then move in from the north. 





Preceding page. Bo doi of the NVA 2d Army Corps roll into 
Da Nang on March 31. 
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In the meantime the 10th Division would proceed with its 
scheduled attacks on Nha Trang and Cam Ranh, then 
swing westward along Interprovincial Route 2 to Route 20, 
closing in on the capital from the northeast. Behind these 
units the 968th and 3d Divisions, followed by the three divi- 
sions of the 2d Army Corps, would push down coastal 
Route 1 cmd eventually take positions on the eastern tront. 
Further reinforcements were to be provided by the reserve 
divisions of the Ist Army Corps, which had already com- 
pleted the first leg of a high-speed motorized advance that 
would carry them more than 1,700 kilometers in less than 
a month. ` 

To expedite the movement ot men and supplies, "all 
military zones, all local areas, and all levels of govern- 
ment” were ordered to give first priority to the needs ol the 
southern battlefront. In Hamoi the printing presses of the 
General Stall map service began stamping out thousands 
of maps ol the Saigon-Gia Dinh area, while in some of the 
“liberated” provinces of the South, captured ARVN sol- 
diers were impressed into service as drivers and repair- 
men, By the middle of the tirst week of April long convoys 
of trucks, armored personnel carriers, tanks, and artillery 
pieces were running bumper to bumper, day and night, 
along the major thoroughfares of the coast and the high- 
lands, snaking their way southward toward Saigon. Heli- 
copters, transport planes, and even some passenger 
planes were also mobilized to convey troops and muni- 
tions in cmd out o! the captured airfields at Da Nang, Phu 
Bai, and Kontum, while heavier equipment and thousands 
of tons of rations were moved by sea to Da Nang and Qui 
Nhon. 

Sensing that they were about to participate in the “final 
decisive battle” of the Vietnam War, the NVA troops en- 
joyed especially high morale. “The number of our soldiers 
who sacrificed their lives or were wounded was very 
small, compared to the victories we had gained,” General 
Dung explained, “and we had expended little in weapons 
cmd munitions.” The South Vietnamese, on the other hand, 
were “confused and vacillating,” while “the United States 
appeared completely impotent.” Such was Dung's assess- 
ment of the strategic situation on the eve of the campaign 
to “liberate” Saigon as he left the highlands for his ren- 
dezvous at Loc Ninh with “Brother Sau.” 





The Weyand mission 





The North Vietnamese were not the only ones reconsider- 
ing their options in late March and early April. Stunned 
by the rapid loss of the northern provinces, hamstrung by 
the constraints of the War Powers Act, and still unable te 
gain Congressional approval of its $300 million supple- 
mental aid bill, the Ford administration undertook its own 
reappraisal of South Vietnam's dwindling capabilities. As 
Congress adjourned tor its Easter recess and he prepared 
to take a golfing vacation at Palm Springs, President Ford 


lispatched Army Chief of Staff and former COMUSMACV 
Zeneral Frederick C. Weyand to Vietnam to examine the 
situation firsthand and recommend alternative courses of 
iction. 

Accompanied by Ambassador Martin, who had re- 
urned to the U.S. several weeks before to lobby Congress 
or additional aid, Weyand arrived in Saigon on March 27 
ind immediately began interviewing high-ranking Amer- 
can and South Vietnamese officials about the overall bal- 
ınce of military forces. What he learned was hardly en- 
souraging. According to CIA estimates, 150,000 South 
Jietnamese troops and militia in the northern half of the 
:ountry had been dispersed, abandoned, or annihilated. 
Df the ground combat forces deployed in MR 1, three 
Ranger groups, the entire lst Division, two-thirds of the 2d 
md 3d Divisions, and one-third of the Marine Division 
1ad ceased to exist. In MR 2, the bulk of the 23d Division 
md five Ranger groups had been decimated, along with 
wo of the four regiments that made up the 22d Division. 
[welve provinces and almost $l billion worth of equip- 
nent, including some 400 planes and helicopters, had 
allen under Communist control. Moreover, the entire GVN 
ntelligence apparatus in the north had been obliterated, 
naking it nearly impossible to monitor the movement of 
North Vietnamese forces. 

The defense of what remained of South Vietnam thus 
‘ested with the various ground and air units organic to 
Military Regions 3 and 4, the three Airborne brigades pre- 
jously withdrawn from MR ], and whatever forces might 
se reconstituted from the 40,000 regular and irregular 
roops extracted from the northern provinces. The three di- 
risions assigned to MR 3, however, were already locked in 
1eavy combat north of the capital, while the three divi- 
sions in MR 4 were fully committed to the defense of Route 
1, the vital artery linking Saigon to the rice-rich delta. 
With one Airborne brigade similarly tied down by enemy 
orces northwest of Nha Trang, the need for additional mo- 
dile reserves was acute. 

Yet as Weyand soon discovered, the South Vietnamese 
oint General Staff had done virtually nothing prior to his 
arrival to reorganize and reequip the troops that had 
straggled back to the south. No one, in fact, seemed to 
«now just which units had survived, where they were lo- 
sated, or what equipment they needed in order to become 
sombat-ready. At the insistence of the DAO, the RVNAF 
Sentral Logistics Command finally came forth with a re- 
constitution plan on March 27. But this initial scheme was 
quickly rejected by the Americans as unrealistic, if not 
wholly preposterous. Not only did it assume Congres- 
sional approval of a huge supplemental aid appropri- 
ation, but it included no timetable for the activation of new 
its prior to June 15 or any concept of how these units 
might be deployed 

When further efforts to goad the JGS into action tailed, 
Major General Homer Smith, the U.S. Defense Attaché, 


decided to take matters into his own hands. Actively as- 
suming am advisory role for the first time since the signing 
of the Paris agreement, he ordered the Operations and 
Plans Division of the DAO to draft its own blueprint with 
the nominal assistance of a few South Vietnamese logisti- 
cians and training commanders. Based upon a “building 
block concept of battalion-sized units,” the American pro- 
posal called for the gradual reconstitution of ARVN's 
forces in four phases. First, and most important, materiel 
already in Vietnam or on its way from the U.S. was to be 
used to reequip eighteen infamtry battalions and three ar- 
tillery batteries, the first to be deployed on April 12 and 
the last no later them April 19. In the subsequent three 
phases, four fresh infantry divisions, four Ranger divisions, 
and twenty-seven RF regiments were to be formed be- 
tween May 20 and September 30, pending the successful 
defense of MR 3 and 4 and an influx of additional aid from 
the United States. 

Although the South Vietnamese military command for- 
mally approved the DAO plan on April 1, in practice they 
ignored one of its central provisions. Rather than in- 
tegrating newly formed battalions into existing combat di- 
visions, as the Americans had strongly recommended, the 
JGS decided to resurrect in full several of the regiments 
and brigades that had been shattered in the north. Under- 
staffed and in some cases severely understrength, these 
independent units were then hastily redeployed to the bat- 
tlefield, where some—like the reconstituted 4th Infantry 
Regiment of the 2d ARVN Division—had the unfortunate 
distinction of being defeated a second time by the NVA. 

The ineffectiveness of the JGS in the face of the mount- 
ing Communist threat found its analogue, and to a large 
extent its source, in the curious silence that emanated from 
the presidential palace in late March. Ever since his pub- 
lic avowal tọ detend the city of Hue "to the last,” President 
Thieu had become more isolated and detached than ever. 
In response to popular calls for his resignation and wide- 
spread rumors of an impending coup, he continued his 
crackdown on the press, arrested a few alleged “plotters,” 
and promised to form a new “lighting cabinet.” But he 
made no effort to rally the nation behind him or to provide 
any real leadership to the government and armed forces. 
Within the GVN bureaucracy, one American journalist re- 
ported, “officials either stopped working altogether or kept 
mindlessly issuing routine instructions that could not be 
carried out,” such as the reprimands sent to civil servants 
who had abandoned their posts in territories now occu- 
pied by Communist forces. "The President had all the 
power in his hands and could easily impose his policy,” 
recalled Bui Diem, former South Vietnamese ambassador 
to the U.S., “but somehow there was no sense of purpose 
or direction among the high officials ol the government” or 
“strangely enough... any sense of urgency about the situ- 
ation.” Instead Thieu clung to the hope that somehow, in 
some way, the Americans would come to his rescue. 
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In a series of meetings with General Weyand, the South 
Vietnamese president repeatedly stressed the need for ad- 


| ditional American support. Eschewing any personal re- 


sponsibility for the calamity that had befallen his country 
and accusing the United States of preparing to "sell out” 
the South Viemamese, Thieu at one point brandished 
President Nixon's letter of November 1972 promising “swift 
and severe retaliatory action” if the North Vietnamese vio- 
lated the terms of the Paris agreement. When told by 
Weyand that any direct reintervention was highly un- 
likely, he continued to press for a massive commitment of 
new equipment and supplies. To drive the point home, he 
broke his self-imposed silence and went on national tele- 
vision to explain that the fall of the north was the result of 
“weak American assistance.” Dozens of banners posted 
around Saigon proclaimed the same message in English: 
“THE PEOPLE AND ARMY OF SOUTH VIETNAM ARE 
NOT LACKING IN COMBAT SPIRIT, BUT ONLY NEED 
THE MEANS FOR COMBAT.” 

President Thieu was not alone in his contention that 
supplemental aid held the key to South Vietnam's survival. 
Ambassador Martin and General Weyand also believed 
that a “lack of bullets and fuel” was the single most impor- 
tant cause of ARVN's collapse in the north and therefore 
that a fresh infusion of “basic military necessities” might 


| well reverse their fortunes on the battlefield. Although 





Martin was privately doubtful that an “adequate” level of 


| aid would be approved by Congress, both men publicly 
| maintained that a reaffirmation of U.S. support would 
| have an immediate impact on the South Vietnamese 
| armed forces. Not only would it provide a desperately 


needed boost in morale to ARVN's beleaguered troops, 
but it would also furnish the means for rebuilding the re- 
serve units required to shore up Saigon's vastly shortened 
defense line. If the RVNAF could only hold off the NVA un- 
til the arrival of the monsoons—roughly six weeks away— 
Martin and Weyand reasoned there was a chance that an 
independent, albeit truncated, South Vietnam might still 
be salvaged from the wreckage of the current military 
campaign. 

Other American officials were not so optimistic. In fact, 


| on two separate occasions DAO intelligence chief Colonel 


William Le Gro flatly told General Weyand that it was 
“already too late” for aid alone to make a difference. In 
Le Gros view, the only way to stop the NVA juggernaut 
was to send in U.S. warplanes, and even then there could 
be no guarantee of success. Not only were the North Viet- 
namese in the process of heavily reintorcing their ground 
units in MR 3, but there were reported sightings of cigar- 
shaped SA-2 antiaircraft missiles moving into Phuoc Long 


| Province northwest of Saigon. Without additional “mate- 





SA-2 antiaircraft missiles travel south along Highway 1 
Da Nang in April as the Communists prepare to defend their 
newly won territory against possible air sirikes. 
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rial and political support” and “the application of US stra- 
tegic airpower,” Le Gro predicted in his written summary 
of March 31, “defeat is all but certain within 90 days.” Two 
days later CIA Director William Colby offered a similarly 
grim prognosis. “The balance of forces in South Vietnam 
has now shifted decisively in the Communists’ favor,” he 
told members of the Washington Special Action Group. 
“The process of demoralization and defeatism already un- 
der way could prove irreversible and lead quickly to the 
collapse of the GVN and its will to resist.” 


The fall of Nha Trang 








| Colby arrived at that judgment shortly after learning of 





the abandonment of Nha Trong, coastal capital of Khanh 
Hoa Province and the northernmost point along ARVN's 
latest defense line. Triggered by the fall of Qui Nhon the 
night before, the disintegration of Nha Trang began on the 
morning of April ] with the unilateral decision of the local 
province chief to close down all government offices. Upon 
learning that the municipal bureaucracy, including the 
police, had ceased to function, General Phu panicked. 
Without notifying anyone, he bolted out of his office in the 
newly established MR 2 headquarters compouna, climbed 
aboard his private helicopter, cmd screamed at the pilot to 
“Get Out!” The American contingent in Nha Trang quickly 
followed. Shortly before noon, as news of Phu's departure 
flashed across the city and crowds of Vietnamese began 


| to gather outside the front gate of the U.S. consulate, MR 2 


Consul General Moncrieff Spear ordered the immediate 
evacuation of all consulate personnel. Soon Air America 


| Huey helicopters were landing in the consulate parking 


lot every five minutes, ferrying up to twenty passengers at 
a time to the main airfield on the edge of town, where they 
were transferred to transport planes bound for Saigon. In 
the meontime a number of American officials set out in 
search of local Vietnamese who had worked for them and 
to whom they had promised escape. 

By midafternoon the entire city had dissolved into 
chaos. “It was Danang all over again,” wrote journalist 
Arnold Isaacs, “if on a smaller scale.” Armed men 
roamed the streets, exacting money and food at gun point, 
while other soldiers and refugees swarmed the airfield 
seeking a way out. At the consulate marine guards used 
rifle butts cmd fists to fend off the throngs, now swollen into 
the thousands, attempting to crash the main gate and 
scale the cyclone fence surrounding the American com- 
pound. Other local residents rushed toward the beach 
front, where they crammed aboard fishing boats destined 
for Cam Ranh Bay and other points south. 

Although consular officials tried to make sure that all 


| Americans, “third country nationals,” ond Vietnamese em- 


ployees of U.S. agencies were evacuated, amid the panic 
and confusion more than 100 consular employees were leit 
behind. So were several boxes of classified American 
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documents, including those identifying local intelligence 
operatives. Some Americams stationed in Nha Trang later 
blamed Consul General Spear for these failings, pointing 
to the lack of contingency planning that preceded the 
abrupt U.S. pullout. But there were other factors at work 
as well. In recent days Spear had been strongly encour- 
aged by embassy officials in Saigon to project an image 
of confidence in ARVN and avoid any activities that might 
signal an imminent American withdrawal. That message 
had been further reinforced by a visit irom General Wey- 
and, who used the occasion to assure accompanying U.S. 
reporters that the South Vietnamese, far from being “de- 
moralized in any sense of the word,” were “giving a fine 
performance.” Yet alter General Phu abandoned his post 
and local ARVN troops began rioting, Spear came under 
equally intense embassy pressure to complete the airlift as 
soon as possible. When the final order came from ambas- 
sadorial special assistant George Jacobson around 5:30 p.m. 
to “Get the hell out of the city now, you and the rest of the 
Americans,” the emphasis was unmistakable. What was 
important to the embassy was that the Americans got out, 
regardless of what happened to Vietnamese who had 
placed their trust in the United States government. 

What made the chaotic evacuation of Nha Trang dou- 
bly tragic was that it was unnecessary. Unaware that 
Hanoi had already committed itself to “total victory,” and 
unable to track the movement of enemy units with any 
precision, neither the South Vietnamese nor the Americans 
realized that General Dung had begun to divert his main 
forces away from the coast toward more vital targets in 
the south. Although there were reports of some fighting 
forty-eight kilometers west of the city, on April 1 the Com- 
munists posed no direct threat to Nha Trang. “There was 
no attack on the city,” said one of the last ARVN officers to 
leave. “There was not a Vietcong anywhere to be seen.” 
Not until April 5 did Communist troops actually occupy the 
abandoned city and declare its “liberation.” 

In rapid succession and in similar fashion, other major 
cities in MR 2 also fell to the Communists during the first 
week of April. Cam Ranh Bay, the former site of the princi- 
pal American logistics installation in South Viemam and 
at the time a relocation center for tens of thousands of ci- 
vilion refugees and ARVN stragglers, fell without a fight 
on April 3 as elements of the 10th NVA Division closed in. 
The following day the citizens of Da Lat invited Communist 
troops into the mountain resort town to put an end to 
rampant looting by ARVN soldiers. In addition to ceding 
large new chunks of territory to the enemy, the South Viet- 
namese were forced to destroy all the heavy equipment 
that had been ferried to Cam Ranh from the north and, in 
Da Lat, to leave behind a small nuclear reactor that had 
been built by the Americans in the mid-1960s. Shortly be- 





On April 1, montagnards stand in Nha Trang's harbor, hop- 
ing to board boats to Saigon. Some waited for days in vain. 








fore the Communists entered Da Lat, however, a special 
American team from the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission 
swept in and extracted the reactor's radioactive rods, thus 
rendering the facility inoperative. 


Thieu | under fire 


In the South Vietnamese capital, news of the latest territo- 
tial losses raised the level of tension to the brink of panic 
Every day hundreds of Saigonese converged on the banks 
to withdraw their money, exacerbating a downward trend 
that saw the piaster lose 80 percent of its value during the 
first few days of April. Others, anxious to communicate 
with relatives in the threatened provinces, crowded into 
the central post office, where each morning a large black- 
board listed the cities for which telegrams were no longer 
being accepted. “Ii is like an avalanche,” exclaimed one 
distraught civil servant as yet another provincial capital 
was chalked up on the board. Rumors—of an imminent 
coup, of a secret deal between Hanoi and Washington, of 
American rescue as well as an American pullout— 
abounded, while protest against the Thieu government 
steadily mounted. 

On April 2, one day after the fall of Nha Trang, the 
South Vietnamese Senate passed a resolution accusing 
Thieu of “abuse of power, corruption, and social injustice” 
and calling for the formation of a new “government of na- 
tional union.” Although in the past the Senate had func- 
tioned as little more than a legislative rubber stamp for 
the president, forty of forty-one senators endorsed the 
measure, including many long-standing Thieu allies. Two 
days later the influential archbishop of Saigon, Nguyen 
Vom Binh, issued a demand for Thieu's resignation, saying 
that “everyone urgently wishes an orderly change.” Fa- 
ther Tran Huu Thanh went a step further. At a street rally 
that same day where more than 100 demonstrators 
clashed with police, the self-appointed leader of the Anti- 
Corruption Movement declared that “we are going to 
push for [Thieu's] ouster in a military coup.” More in- 
sidiously, former Premier Ky echoed the archbishop's call 
lor the president to step down voluntarily but privately, 
and unsuccesshilly, tried to organize a military overthrow. 

President Thieu reacted to the escalating attacks in 
characteristic fashion. On April 3 he ordered army cen- 
sors to confiscate all copies of the daily newspaper Chinh 
Luan because of an editorial blaming “dishonest lead- 
ership” for the loss of the northern half of the country. He 
also announced the arrest of another group of “con- 
spirators,” including one of Ky's aides and his own former 
chief political adviser, Nguyen Van Ngem. Another series 
of directives moved the evening curfew from 10:00 p.m. to 








The pier at Nha Trang is littered with corpses, victims of the 
crush fo escape. In the background a barge loaded with ref- 
ugees stops for water on its way from Da Nang to Saigon. 
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9:00 P.M., tightened restrictions on public gatherings, and 
authorized local police to “shoot and kill on the spot those 
violators who try to resist or flee.” 

The following day, the South Vietnamese president at- 
tempted to shore up his crumbling base ol support in the 
legislature by replacing Prime Minister Trem Thien Khiem, 
whom Thieu suspected of complicity in the most recent 
coup plot, with National Assembly Speaker Nguyen Ba 
Can. In a televised speech Thieu told his countrymen that 
Can had been asked to form a new “government of war 
and national union” dedicated to the defense of South 
Vietnam's remaining territory. Tram Van Don, the in- 
cumbent deputy prime minister, was later named as the 











new defense minister-designate. Filling the other positions 
in the Can cabinet proved more difficult, however, since 
many prominent politicians refused to serve under Thieu 
unless he agreed to relinquish some of his power. As a re- 
sult, ten days passed before the new premier presented a 
full cabinet to the president. During the interim, South 
Vietnam in its hour of ultimate crisis was, in effect, without 
a working government. 

As Thieu maneuvered to keep his domestic political op- 
ponents at bay, he also came under increased pressure 
from the Americans to do something to stabilize the stead- 
ily deteriorating military situation. Aware of the growing 
popular perception in the U.S. that the South Vietnamese 


armed forces had lost the will to fight, American officials 
realized that any hope of additional U.S. support now de- 
pended upon a strong show of resistance on the part of 
ARVN. At a meeting with the South Vietnamese president 
on April 2, General Weyand suggested that the South 
Vietnamese draw a new defense line, anchored at Tay 
Ninh in the west and running through the garrison town of 
Xuan Loc to Phan Rang on the coast. Although both the 
Americans and the South Vietnamese still expected the 
main Communist thrust to come at Tay Ninh, the strategic 
as well as geographic centerpiece of the proposed plan 
was Xuan Loc. Situated just north of the intersection of 


Routes 1 and 2, and just east of the intersection of Routes 1 | 
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and 20, the capital of Long Khanh Province controlled the 
principal eastern gateway to Saigon as well as the most 
direct route to Bien Hoa Air Base, where 60 percent of 
ARVN's remaining ammunition was stored. The successful 
defense of Xuan Loc by the 18th ARVN Division, which 
had its headquarters inside the town, was thus vital to 
South Vietnam's survival. 

After hearing Weyand out, Thieu promptly accepted 
the plan and ordered General Toan, the MR 3 com- 
mander, to make the necessary preparations. Toan in turn 
directed his old lriend Lt. General Nguyen Vinh Nghi, the 
former MR 4 commander who had been sacked tor cor- 
ruption the previous lall, to establish a new forward head- 
quarters at Phan Rang with a brigade of the Airborne Di- 
vision. He also deployed an armored brigade and several 


' Ranger units to reinforce the 18th Division at Xuan Loc. In 
, the meantime President Thieu made another plea to the 


Americans for B-52 air strikes but was again turned 
down. Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Erich Von 
Marbod, a member of the Weyand party, nevertheless 
promised that 15,000-pound "Daisy Cutter” and CBU {uel 
bombs would be made available to the VNAF for use 
against enemy troop concentrations. 


Prospects for a negotiated settlement 


While many American officials in Saigon doubted that the 
RVNAF would be any more successful in holding the new 


, defense line than they had the old ones, some believed 


that there was still a possibility that the Communists might 
agree to a negotiated political settlement. Among those 
particularly enticed by this prospect was the CIA station 
chief, Thomas Polgar. Although convinced that the North 
Vietnamese could not be stopped militarily if they chose to 
blast their way into Saigon, Polgar also calculated that it 
was in Hanoi’s own best interests to achieve their ends 
bloodlessly rather than by force. In the first place, he rea- 
soned, a negotiated victory in the form of a Communist- 
dominated coalition government would be easier for the 
DRV to justify to its supporters abroad, including the de- 
tente-minded Soviets. Moreover, on more practical 
grounds Polgar doubted that the North Vietnamese had 
enough trained political cadres to administer the entire 
South immediately. 

At the time a variety of evidence seemed to support 
such speculation. Hints dropped privately by two mem- 
bers of the Hungarian ICCS delegation that neither Mos- 
cow nor Hanoi sought to humiliate the Americans encour- 
aged Polgar's hopes despite contradictory intelligence 


| indicating that the NVA was preparing to “go-for-broke.” 


Yet there were other, more public, signals as well. On 
March 31 the Provisional Revolutionary Government an- 
nounced over Liberation Radio that it was prepared to en- 
gage in talks with the GVN but only on the condition that 
the “traitor Thieu” first be removed from power. Two days 
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later the PRG {foreign minister, Madame Nguyen Thi Binh, 
issued a similar statement in Algiers, reportedly naming 
General Duong Van Minh as the one man with whom the 
Communists would be willing to negotiate. Deputy Prime 
Minister Tram Van Don later disclosed that the same offer 
was secretly communicated to him when he toured 
abroad to drum up support for the South Vietnamese 
cause. Stopping in London on April | en route back to Sai- 
gon, Don learned that French Prime Minister Jacques Chi- 
rac had some “very important information” to convey to 
him. According to this “most reliable source,” as Don put 
it, Chirac wanted him to know that “the three superpowers 
have agreed to the reunification of the two Vietnams un- 
der Hanoi's control.” There was, however, one stipulation: 
Any political deal with Hanoi would have to be con- 
summated within eight days. 

Whether there was any substance to the alleged 
“eight-day ultimatum,” or to any of the other hints at the 
possibility of negotiated settlement in early April, remains 
a matter of conjecture. According to one interpretation, all 
were part ol an elaborate ruse orchestrated by Hanoi to 
undermine Thieu and keep the GVN olf balance as its 
{orces moved into position for the final assault on Saigon. 
But others, including Ambassador Martin, have specu- 
lated that the PRG actually wanted a political solution in 
order to avoid total postwar domination by the North Viet- 
namese. Similar questions surround the roles played by 
the Hungarians and the French. As Martin later pointed 
out to members of the House International Relations Com- 
mittee, even in retrospect it was difficult to know whether 
the Hungarians in Saigon were trying to be “helpful” but 
"operating hopelessly behind the curve of events” or de- 
liberately “trying to provide a deception center” for their 
allies in Hanoi. While the French were clearly not acting 
in league with the Communists, it is quite possible that 
they were being used by them to “disinform” the Ameri- 
cans and the South Vietnamese. 

However obscure the motives involved, the effects of the 
so-called peace gambit were immediate and profound. 
The PRG demand for Thieu's ouster as a precondition for 
any talks provided the president's domestic opposition 
with yet another lever to use against him and, at the same 
time, led some U.S. officials, notably Polgar, to conclude 
that Thieu had become a liability. Expressing his con- 
viction that Hanoi would “move to the very brink of mili- 
tary victory ... and then call for negotiations,” Polgar sent 
a cable to Washington on April 2 suggesting that if Thieu 
were not removed from power, the GVN would fall within 
“the next few months.” In the meantime the French, work- 
ing through the agency of their ambassador to South Viet- 
nam, Jean-Marie Merillon, began actively promoting 
General Minh as Thieu's heir apparent. 

Minh's emergence as the leading candidate to replace 
Thieu was in some respects surprising. A member of the 
triumvirate that deposed President Diem in 1963 and once 


a favorite of the Americans, who dubbed him “Big” Minh 
in recognition of his comparatively tall (five-foot-eleven- 
inch) stature, he had later been swept aside by younger 
generals and forced into retirement. In recent years he 
had taken up a position on the periphery of South Viet- 
namese political life, espousing a self-styled “neutralism” 
that allowed him to criticize the Thieu regime without 
being branded a Communist. But he gained few disciples, 
and the Americans continued to ignore him. Although 
generally regarded as an honest and courageous soldier, 
he had a reputation for crippling indecisiveness and for 
stating his views in unintelligibly ambiguous terms. "He 
was,” wrote one foreign observer, “the opposite of an in- 
tellectual: a man without ideas, without visions.” Or as one 
Vietnamese put it: “His greatest quality is his height.” 

For all his failings, however, Minh was well positioned 
to challenge Thieu. What he represented, according to 
Italian journalist Tiziano Terzani, was “an equivocation, 
but an equivocation acceptable to everyone.” To the Com- 
munists, whether they were seriously interested in nego- 
tiations or not, Minh's distance from the actual centers of 
power in Saigon made him especially credible as a figure 
they might be willing to live with. To the French, he 
seemed the most convenient vehicle for realizing their plan 
for a new coalition government ruling over what had for- 
merly been Cochin China. To the Americans, he offered a 
means of putting additional pressure on Thieu to moderate 
governmental policies and take stronger military action. 
And to the so-called Third Force, the disorganized and 
largely leaderless collection of groups dissatisfied with 
both Thieu and the Communists, he provided a potential 
"neutralist” rallying point. 

For his part, Minh did all he could to encourage the be- 
lief that he was the one man capable of saving South Viet- 
nam. In addition to cultivating the sponsorship of the 
French, he opened contacts with the head of the National 
Liberation Front and the president of the PRG, taking ad- 
vantage of his own brother's status as a high-ranking 
PRG official to sound out the other side. He also met se- 
cretly with Tran Van Don and outgoing Premier Khiem, 
the two men who had joined him in staging the 1963 coup. 
Personally convinced that the PRG was more southern 
than Communist, he tried to persuade his old comrades in 
arms that its leaders preferred to share power with Sai- 
gon “neutralists” in a coalition government rather than ac- 
cept a unified Vietnam dominated by Hanoi. But before 
any concrete steps could be taken in that direction, Thieu 
would have to go. 

Thieu, of course, had no intention of going anywhere. 
As he repeatedly told American officials and publicly 
vowed to the South Vietnamese people, he would not re- 
sign, he would not relinquish any of his power, and he 
would not even talk to the enemy. When apprised by Don 
of the ostensible “eight-day ultimatum,” Thieu made it 
clear to his deputy prime minister that he thought the 


French were lying. He made no attempt, however, to crush 
Minh's bid for power, chiefly because he regarded his 
new rival as a wholly ineffectual pretender: a general 
without troops and a politician without any popular sup- 
port. Perhaps more to the point, Thieu knew that Minh 
could pose no real threat to him unless he gained the | 
backing of the Americans. And at least for the time being, 
he had no indication that that was going to happen. 





Drawing down 








Of all Thiew’s American supporters, none was more stead- 
fast, or more influential, than Graham Martin. Not only did 
Martin regard Thieu as the most able leader available, 
but he was also, he said later, determined that “the U.S. | 
should not repeat the appalling blunder it had made in 
participating in the violent overthrow of President Diem a 
decade before.” Moreover, he feared that ony extra- 
constitutional change of government might set off the same 
kind of mass panic that had consumed Da Nang and Nha 
Trang, precipitating the collapse of the GVN and endan- 
gering the lives of the 5,000 to 6,000 Americans still in 
South Vietnam. Martin therefore worked behind the 
scenes to forestall any coup attempts, particularly by Ky 
and his clique, and closely monitored French efforts to 
work out a negotiated settlement. Although doubtful that a 
political solution was in the offing, he was intrigued 
enough by the possibility to allow a door to be cut in the 
wall separating the adjacent French and American em- 
bassies and a bug-proof telephone line installed between 
his own office and that of Ambassador Merillon. 

In the opinion of many other Americans in Saigon, how- 
ever, Martin's continuing loyalty to Thieu was as mis- 
placed as it was futile. As more than a dozen NVA divi- 
sions bore down on the capital and political discontent 
neared the flash point, they believed that the ambassa- 
dor’s time and efforts would be better spent preparing for 
a full-scale evacuation. Like every American diplomatic 
mission around the world, the U.S. Embassy in Saigon 
had a standing evacuation plan spelling out various op- 
tions for action in the event of an emergency. Code- 
named “Talon Vise” (and later “Frequent Wind”), that 
plan had been updated in late February after the onset of 
the North Vietnamese offensive. But it was still based on a 
series of assumptions and contingencies that no longer 
applied after the fall of Da Nang. It assumed, for instance, 
that conditions in Saigon would remain relatively peaceful 
and local authorities cooperative. It addressed only the 
evacuation of U.S. citizens and “third country nationals,” 
set a limit of 8,000 people, and thus made no allowance for 
the extraction of Vietnamese nationals. And three of the 
four options it outlined relied on the use of fixed-wing air- 
craft and/or naval transport ships to move people out over 
an extended period of time. Only Option IV, following a 
“worst case” scenario, envisioned the need for helicopters 
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and a ground security force under hostile conditions. "The 
embassy's plan,” recalled Lieutenant Colonel (then Cap- 
tain) Stuart Herrington, a U.S. representative to the Joint 
Military Team, “was on accident waiting to happen—a 
sure prescription for failure.” 

“What Captain Herrington did not know,” Ambassador 
Martin later maintained, "was that USSAG [the United 
States Support Activities Group based in Thailand] ... 
had full detailed plans in case military assets would be 
needed in any possible future evacuation.” Martin noted 
that he had initially reviewed the plan in the fall of 1973 
and knew that "it was being constantly updated.” On his 
return to Saigon with the Weyand party, he designated 
General Smith, the defense atiaché, to integrate the stand- 
ing embassy plan with the USSAG plan. In addition, the 
ambassador arranged to borrow Rear Admiral Hugh 
Benton from CINCPAC to ensure that local planning was 
fully coordinated with whatever assets the Pacific forces 
could make available. 

On April 1, the day that Benton arrived, General Smith 
established a Special Planning Group at the Defense At- 
taché Office to review “all evacuation options” and coor- 
dinate preparations for the systematic “drawdown” of 
DAO personnel. As a first step, he ordered the new team 
to establish an Evacuation Control Center at the DAO an- 
nex adjacent to Tan Son Nhut airfield and to equip it with 
enough food, water, medicine, and fuel to support 1,500 
people for five days. Other officers were assigned a more 
bitter task: rigging the DAO headquarters compound for 
demolition should the worst come to pass, "Tl be damned 
if I'm going to leave it for the bastards,” Smith declared. 

During the next few days DAO staffers scurried to make 
the new processing center fully operational on a twenty- 
four-hour basis. Stacks of C rations were moved in, addi- 
tional bunkers and latrines built, auxiliary generators put 
in place, and extra telephone lines installed. As an added 
precaution, a bulldozer and several other pieces of heavy 
equipment were brought in to clear landing zones in the 
event of an emergency evacuation. In the meantime Colo- 
nel Le Gro and his intelligence staff drew up preliminary 
lists of “non-essential” DAO personnel and “sensitive” 
Vietnamese whose past or present association with the 
Americoms made them likely targets for Communist retri- 
bution. Other DAO officials worked in conjunction with rep- 
resentatives from the CIA and USIA to compile a “density 


' plot” of the U.S. population in Saigon. Using a variety of 


techniques, including the examination of liquor-ration files 
at the commissary and the membership list of Le Cercle 
Sportif, the Saigon sports club, within three days the offi- 
cials succeeded in identifying and locating more than 
6,000 American citizens still residing in the South Vietnam- 
ese capital. 

To begin the process of “thinning out” the DAO commu- 
nity, Smith cabled Admiral Noel Gayler, the commander 
in chief, Pacific, requesting authorization to accelerate 
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routine personnel cuts slated for June. Gayler promptly 
agreed. So did Ambassador Martin, who concurred with 
Smith that the removal of these "non-essentials” could be 
presented to the South Vietnamese as an economy meas- 
ure designed to release funds for the GVN’s war etfort. In 
granting his approval, however, Martin stipulated that all 
departures must be strictly voluntary. Not only did he lack 
the authority to order U.S. citizens out of the country, he 
pointed out, but he feared that any visible sign of a U.S. 
pullout might result in a violent backlash against the 
Americans still in Saigon. To underscore his point, the am- 
bassador released "an unusual public statement,” as New 
York Times correspondent Fox Butterfield described it, at- 
firming that “the embassy has not ordered or suggested 
the evacuation of its American personnel.” 

A tangle of South Vietnamese emigration restrictions 
and U.S. immigration rules further complicated the “draw- 
down" plan. Many of the “non-essential” Americans 
slated lor evacuation, including several thousand contract 
workers and army retirees drawing salaries from the 
DAO, retused to leave unless accompanied by their Viet- 
namese families, girlfriends, or common-law wives. Yet 
according to South Vietnamese law, no citizen of the RVN 
could depart without a passport and an exit visa, docu- 
ments that typically took six months and hundreds of dol- 
lars in bribes to obtain. Moreover, any Vietnamese wish- 
ing to enter the U.S., even if directly related to an 
American citizen, required a special dispensation, usually 
in the form of a “parole,” from the Immigration and Natu- 
ralization Service. 


“Operation Babylift” 


While American officials proceeded with plans to begin 
moving out their “non-essential” employees, World Air- 
ways President Ed Daly was at work on a small-scale 
evacuation scheme of his own: a proposal to airlift several 
thousand South Vietnamese children, some of them or- 
phans, to the United States. When Ambassador Martin 
learned of the plan upon his return from Washington, he 
was “disturbed.” He had “no interest in evacuating hun- 
dreds of Vietnamese babies,” he recalled, and regarded 
the entire venture as but another of Daly's "publicity-seek- 
ing stunts.” Yet since Daly had already gained the en- 
dorsement of some of the voluntary agencies in Saigon as 
well as the attention of the American press, the ambassa- 
dor believed it would be more damaging to the South 
Vietnamese cause to cancel the airlift than to let it go on. 
Alter arranging for official U.S. transports to be used in- 
stead of World Airways planes, he wrote to the GVN's 
minister for refugee affairs to explain his thinking. Noting 
that he shared the minister's “revulsion” at the “public re- 
lations” aspects of the idea, he also pointed out that if the 
South Vietnamese government were now to step in and 
prohibit the flights it would have a profoundly negative 
































E Operation Babylift 





At Tan Son Nhut Air Base on April 4, 
DAO officials loaded a U.S. Air Force 
C-5A Galaxy, the largest transport 
plane in existence, with 243 South Viet- 
namese children and 62 adults. Thirty- 
seven of the adults were DAO employ-. 
ees, and their exodus as staff members 
for “Babylift” began the organized at- 
tempt to evacuate “non-essential” U.S. 
government personnel from Vietnam. 
But shortly after takeoff the plane 
crashed, killing most of those aboard. 


Above. The wreckage of the “Babylift” 
plane at Tan Son Nhut. Left. Passengers 
aboard the C-5A before takeoff. 





105 





| have been involved. 


impact on American public opinion. On the other hand, 
there was a chance that the spectacle of Vietnamese chil- 
dren escaping to America might generate some sympathy 
for South Vietnam's plight on Capitol Hill. Even if that did 
not prove to be the case, there was still something to be 
gained. As General Smith quickly realized, the outgoing 
“orphan” flights would provide an opportunity to begin 
the “drawdown” of “redundant” American personnel from 
South Vietnam. 

From the very outset a swirl of controversy surrounded 
“Operation Babylift,“ as a USAID dispatch of April 2 offi- 
cially labeled the venture. Some observers voiced suspi- 
cions of the U.S. ambassador's 
motives. Others charged that 
many ol the children slated for bs 
evacuation were not orphans at 
all but rather the dependents ol 
well-placed South Vietnamese 
officials, Still others argued that 
the operation deflected attention 
away from the more crucial task 
of evacuating Americans and 
“high risk” South Vietnamese. 
But in the end, most were will- 
ing to concede that the plan 
represented a worthy first step 
in the right direction. At a time 
when many Americans, back in 
the U.S. as well as in Vietnam, 
felt increasingly helpless about 
the crisis in South Vietnam, it 
provided a welcome outlet for 
humanitarian action, regardless 
of any other purposes that may 


Operation Babylift began 
shortly after four o’clock on Fri- 
day afternoon, April 4, when a 
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giant Air Force C-5A Galaxy 
carrying 243 children and 62 


dent Ford in Palm Spri. 


apart as it skidded over a series of dikes. Some of the pas- 
sengers who survived the initial crash then drowned as 
water rushed into the torn wreckage of the plane. 

Soon Air America helicopiers arrived and began shut- 
tling the survivors and the casualties back to the field hos- 
pital at Tan Son Nhut. It was a gruesome scene. Amid the 
luggage, pieces of clothing, and twisted shards of metal 
strewn across the field lay bodies so thickly caked with 
mud it was often difficult to distinguish the living from the 
dead. In fact, in many cases no definitive determination 
could be made until the victims reached the hospital. "The 
nurses would simply pass the children under the shower,” 
recalled one witness, “saying, 
‘This one's alive, this one's 
dead.'” Identifying many of ihe 
orphans proved even more 
problematical, since none wore 
name tags, only wristbands des- 
ignating the site of their foster 
homes—"New York,” "New Jer- 
sey,” “Chicago.” 

All told, over 200 children and 
all but one of the DAO employ- 
ees were killed, making it the 
second worst crash in aviation 
history up to that time. To some 
Americans it seemed sadly sym- 
bolic of their nation’s long and 
star-crossed involvement in 
Vietnam—yet another example, 
to quote Time magazine's cov- 
erage of the disaster, of the 
“failure of the American tech- 
nology and know-how that a 
decade ago had been billed as 
the key to the country's salva- 
tion.” Others saw it as a grim 
portent of things to come. “If one 
hastily organized flight could 
end so disastrously,” wrote one 


ngs on April 5 with Gen- 
eral Weyand and Secreiary of State Kissinger. 





adults, 37 of them female DAO 

employees who had volunteered to serve as attendants, 
took off from Tan Son Nhut. A half-hour later it ended in 
tragedy. The plane was only eighteen miles out of Saigon 
on its way to the coast when the pilot noticed a blinking 
red light on his instrument panel, signaling decompression 
problems. He radioed the control tower at Tan Son Nhut to 
say that he was returning. But just as he began his de- 
scent toward the airfield, the aft pressure door exploded, 
damaging the aircraft's elevators and causing an immedi- 
ate loss of pressure in the lower cabin. Many ol the pas- 
sengers who were strapped to their seats died instantly 
from lack of oxygen; others were sucked out of the aircraft 
through the open hatchway. Moments later the plane 
slammed into a rice field near the Saigon River and broke 
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CIA official, reflecting on his 
feelings at the time, “how much more dangerous a mas- 
sive airlift under full wartime conditions might be.” A more 
cynical view was offered by one Saigon official. “It's good 
that the American people are taking the children,” he told 
a New York Times correspondent. “They are good souve- 
nirs, like the ceramic elephants you like so much. It is too 
bad that some of them broke today, but don't worry, we 
have many more.” 

No one was more anguished by the tragedy than Gen- 
eral Smith. Not only did the ill-fated flight mark the first 
attempt to evacuate DAO personnel, but Smith himself 
had encouraged those aboard to leave. Nevertheless, the 
defense attaché did not allow what had happened to di- 
vert him from his appointed mission. When the "babylift” 


resumed the following day, another group of DAO “non- 
essentials” was sent along. Several hours later they ar- 
rived sately at Clark Air Base in the Philippines. 





The Weyand report 





The crash of the orphan flight was front-page news when 
General Weyand arrived in Palm Springs, California, on 
April 5 to report to President Ford on his fact-finding mis- 
sion to South Vietnam. His return had been eagerly 
awaited. In the week since Weyand's departure Ford had 
said almost nothing publicly about the deepening crisis in 
Southeast Asia, and some of his 
aides had become concerned 
about the political impact of 
nightly newscasts showing the 
president playing golf while the 
Vietnamese Republic crumbled. 
Their sense of embarrassment 
had been compounded by a 
strange incident at the Bakers- 
field, California, airport, when 
Ford literally ran away from re- 
porters trying to question him 
about Vietnam. “He ran,“ one 
journalist noted sarcastically, 
“almost as fast as the South Viet- 
namese army.” 

Yet from the president's point 
of view, there were sound reasons 
for avoiding any confrontation 
with the issue. There were simply 
too many different perceptions of 
the battletield situation, too many 
conflicting views of American 
responsibilities, and too many 
contingencies to form a basis for 
action. He therefore delayed, 








ported by tactical air.” He suggested that the president 
obtain from Congress the necessary authority to “use mili- 
tary sanctions against North Vietnam if there is inter- 
ference with the evacuation.” 

The general then went on to catalogue the “interlocking 
web" of problems that had led to this dire state of affairs: 
“the present size, strength and aggressive activity” of the 
North Vietnamese Army, which now had “over 200,000 


[troops] organized into 173 regiments” operating in the | 


South; “the sheer magnitude of the past three weeks’ 
losses in personnel and equipment” and “the concomitant 
magnitude of the refugee flow”; a chronic lack of “lead- 

ership, direction and guidance” 


and a “complex of psychologi- 


that included a “spreading loss 
of confidence in the government 
and a growing “sense of hope- 
lessness and defeatism” within 
the ranks of ARVN. 

For all his pessimism, how- 
ever, the former COMUSMACV 
still clung to one slim thread of 
hope. If the South Vietnamese 
could somehow “stabilize the 
military situation,” he told the 





that the Republic of Vietnam 
might yet be saved. But to 
achieve such a respite required 
additional support 


a substantial new commitment 
of military equipment and sup- 
plies. Acknowledging "the sig- 
nificant legal and political im- 








counting on Weyand to guide 
him 


Lon Nol, president of the Khmer Republic, three 
weeks before relinquishing his command. 


plications” of a decision to 
unleash the B-52s, Weyand rec- 





Although Weyand had told 
newsmen before leaving Saigon that GVN forces “are still 
strong and still have the spirit and capability to defeat the 
North Vietnamese,” his official report to the president offered 
amuch gloomier appraisal. “The current military situation is 
critical,” he wrote in the preface, “and the probability of the 
survival of South Vietnam as a truncated nation is marginal 
at best. The GVN is on the brink of military defeat.... Given 
the speed at which events are moving,” he added, 
for reasons of prudence, the United States should plan now for a 
mass evacuation of some 6,000 U.S. citizens and tens of thou- 
sands of South Vietnamese and Third Country Nationals to 
whom we have incurred an obligation and owe protection. 

Such an operation, Weyand estimated, “would require as 
a minimum a US task force of a reinforced division sup- 


ommended that Ford ask Con- 
gress for $722 million to fund a major resupply effort to 


president, there was “a chance” | 


from the | 
United States: either the use of | 
Americom military air power or | 


at the highest levels of the GVN; 


cal and attitudinal problems” | 





South Vietnam. Not onty would such an appropriation al- | 
low the RVNAF to replace materiel lost in the great re- | 


treat, he argued, but even more crucially it would help to 
restore the confidence of the average South Vietnamese. 
Weyand made no promises that the fulfillment of his 
recommendations could prevent the NVA from conquering 
South Vietnam, if that was in fact Hanoi's intention. “In 
pure capability terms,” he conceded, “the North Vietnam- 
ese can move and commit existing divisions within SVN 
faster than the GVN can form new ones.” Nor did he be- 
lieve that President Thieu was capable of providing the 
kind of leadership that the situation demanded, though he 
noted that “the odds are mounting” that Thieu “will have 
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to step down.” The only certainty Weyand could offer 
Ford, in fact, was that “the present level of US support 
guarantees defeat.“ He therefore urged the president to 
make a “maximum effort’ to obtain Congressional approval 
of the proposed aid package. “What is at stake in Vietnam 
now,” he concluded, “is America’s credibility as an ally.” 

Within the Ford administration, reactions to the Wey- 
and report were divided. Although everyone agreed that it 
would be impossible to send in the B-52s, a heated debate 
erupted over the recommendation for increased aid. On 
one side stood Henry Kissinger, who strongly endorsed the 
proposal. Like Weyand, the secretary of state believed 
that American prestige abroad would suffer if the admin- 
istration failed to take concrete action in support of South 
Vietnam. He therefore encouraged Ford to seek the full 
$722 million as a dramatic sign of U.S. determination to 
stand by its “moral obligations.” 

Other members of the administration saw things differ- 
ently. In the view of Defense Secretary Schlesinger, whom 
Kissinger had managed to cut out of the decision-making 
process throughout most of the crisis, $722 million seemed 
an excessive price to pay for “credibility,” especially since 
South Vietnam's chances for survival were by Weyand's 
own admission "marginal at best.” The need to preserve 
U.S. prestige abroad would be served just as well, he be- 
lieved, by the $300 million supplemental-aid proposal al- 
ready before Congress; anything beyond that seemed 
wasteful and pointless. Still another point of view was of- 
fered by Ford's domestic advisers, led by Robert Hart- 
mann, who wanted the president to disassociate himself 
from the now-failing policies of his predecessors. Rather 


| than further antagonize Congress with a new aid request 


nearly two-and-a-half times as large as the one still lan- 
guishing on Capitol Hill, they advised, Ford should avoid 
unnecessary recriminations and make a plea for national 
unity as the basis for future foreign policy decisions. 


The siege of Phnom Penh 


Before reaching any final decision on the new Vietnam 
aid proposal, however, administration officials were com- 
pelled to confront an even more pressing matter: the immi- 
nent collapse of Cambodia. Beginning on April 3, Wash- 
ington received a series of urgent cables from 
Ambassador John Gunther Dean in Phnom Penh request- 
ing authorization to evacuate all remaining Americans. 
Some 30,000 Khmer Rouge troops were rapidly closing in 
on the Cambodian capital and threatening to shut down 
Pochentong airport; the situation had become too perilous, 











| in Dean's opinion, to permit further delay. 


That news was not unexpected. Ever since Communist 
forces choked off the Mekong River in late January, forcing 
Phnom Penh to rely exclusively on the U.S.-sponsored air- 
lift for its food and supplies, many American officials had 
been convinced that the fall of Cambodia was inevitable. 
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Despite much brave talk in early February of plans to re- 
open the river, followed by a few futile counterassaults on 
key riverbank positions, the ill-equipped, poorly led, and 
increasingly demoralized Khmer National Armed Forces 
had been relentlessly driven back. Losses on both sides 
were enormously high, but they were especially devas- 
tating for FANK because the government could not re- 
place them. By the end of March, out of an initial force of 
75,000, an estimated 10,000 government soldiers had been 
killed in action and 20,000 wounded. Another 6,000 to 8,000 
deserted, many because they found it impossible to sup- 
port themselves and their families on their irregularly paid 
government salary of 12,000 riels a month—the equivalent 
of twenty American cents a day. 

As the defense perimeter surrounding Phnom Penh 
shrank, conditions inside the besieged capital steadily 
worsened. Swollen by the influx of 1.5 million refugees and 
terrorized by random 107mm rocket attacks, the once ele- 
gant city of 500,000 had been transformed almost beyond 
recognition. Although foreigners and well-to-do Cam- 
bodians, including senior military officers, still frequented 
the city’s fine French restaurants and nightclubs, for most 
people life had become a nightmare of poverty and hun- 
ger, disease and despair. Along tree-lined boulevards 
children, women, and maimed soldiers huddled in door- 
ways, begging for food or the money to pay for it, while 
young peasant girls tried to sell their bodies to passers- 
by. Others lay sick and dying, unable to obtain medical 
treatment for a host of afflictions ranging from chronic 
malnutrition to tuberculosis. Hospitals became so over- 
crowded with wounded soldiers and their dependents that 
only those civilians who could pay were admitted, and 
even then shortages of medicine, running water, and elec- 
trical power made it difficult to provide adequate medical 
attention. 

The unpopular Lon Nol government did litile to relieve 
the distress. Although the daily airlift brought in enough 
rice to feed the entire population, corrupt officials and war 
profiteers prevented it from reaching those who needed it 
most. The government continued to insist, moreover, that 
only officially registered refugees-about one-third of the 
total —were eligible for relief. Several international volun- 
tary agencies, including CARE, Catholic Relief Services, 
the Red Cross, and World Vision, helped to alleviate some 
of the misery, but they too were bound by the govern- 
ment's registration stricture. 

Realizing just how hopeless the situation was, Am- 
bassador Dean pressed Washington throughout February 
and March to withdraw its support from Lon Nol and seek 
some form of accommodation with the Khmer Rouge that 
would bring the killing to a halt. Since he no longer be- 
lieved that any kind of coalition arrangement was pos- 
sible, he now advocated what he called a “controlled so- 
lution,” even if it amounted to no more than a disguised 
surrender. But Kissinger continued to oppose the idea, for 








Cambodia’s Anguish 


As the Khmer Rouge closed in on Phnom 
Penh, the capital’s siege conditions meant 
growing misery for all but the elite. The 
indigenous population and the 1.5 million 
refugees experienced not only the an- 
quish of hunger and disease but also the 
terror of rocket attacks. Previously over- 
crowded hospitals were paralyzed by the 
huge influx of sick and wounded 


Above. A Cambodian woman at her sol- 
dier husband's hospital bed. Right. A boy 
and his wounded mother. 
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Overcrowding-and sanitary conditions— 
became even worse as entire families, the 
homeless dependents of patients, moved 
into the hospitals. The pictures on these 
pages reflect the suffering of Phnom 
Penh's people in the days before the 
war's end 

















111 





the same reasons he had opposed it in the past, He still 
maintained that American credibility was at stake, even 
though the U.S. had no formal commitment to Cambodia, 
amd he still considered Lon Nol to be his major bargaining 
chip in any negotiations with the Communists. The secre- 
tary of state was sufficiently forward looking, however, to 
allow Deom to begin the “drawdown” of his embassy stalt 
and their dependents on March 18. 

Two weeks later, on April 1, the disagreement between 
Deom amd Kissinger became moot when Lon Nol surren- 
dered power at the insistence of more than a dozen gener- 
als and ministers of the tottering Khmer Republic. That af- 
ternoon the partially paralyzed Cambodian president 
limped past an honor guard and, without uttering even a 
word of farewell, boarded an Air Cambodge airliner 
bound for Djakarta. For face-saving purposes, the gov- 
ernment radio station later broadcast an eleven-minute 
recorded speech in which the marshal insisted that his ex- 
ile would not be permanent. He would consult with other 
world leaders about a peaceful solution to the war, he 
said, and then return “when my health improves or when- 
ever our brothers indicate to me that our national problem 
requires my presence.” Nevertheless, beiore leaving he in- 
sisted that the government provide a half-million dollars 
to support him and his family while they were abroad. 
Ambassador Decm later reported that at least $200,000 
was actually paid to the Cambodian president. 

If there were any thought that Lon Nol's exit might open 


the way to a peaceful settlemeni, it was soon dashed. In 





Peking, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, the man whom Lon Nol 
had overthrown five years before, immediately denounced 
the marshal's departure as a “dirty and vulgar trap” 
planned by the United States. The response of the Khmer 
Rouge was even more emphatic. As dusk fell on the eve- 
ning of April 1, Communist forces, in a flaming house-to- 
house battle, overran Neak Luong, the riverbank garrison 
town sixty kilometers downstream from Phnom Penh. With 
the fall of the government's last remaining stronghold 
along the Mekong, the capital's late was sealed. Not only 
were an additional 5,000 Khmer Rouge troops now {ree to 
join the siege, but the firepower of those forces had been 
augmented by the capture of a hali-dozen U.S.-supplied 
105mm howitzers. 

It was in the wake of the fall of Neak Luong that Am- 
bassador Dean decided that the Americans should get 
out. Initially Washington agreed, and on April 3 fifty mem- 
bers of the embassy staff were flown out through rocket 
fire from Pochentong airport. The next day, however, the 
ambassador received a top-secret cable from the State 
Department asking him to postpone the final evacuation. 
A telephone call from Secretary of State Kissinger tol- 
lowed. With Lon Noi gone, Kissinger was now pursuing a 
last-minute political deal with Sihanouk and his Chinese 
patrons, and he wanted to maintain cm American pres- 
ence as a “stabilizing influence." The evacuation of most 
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embassy personnel could continue, but Dean and fifty 
members of his staff were to remain as long as there was 
still a chomce that something might be worked out. 





“You must win” 


The Khmer Rouge, however, had no interest in working 
anything out. Neither, it seemed, did their North Vietnam- 
ese allies. Since the arrival of General Dung and his staff 
at Loc Ninh on the night of April 3, the Vietnamese Com- 
munist high commemd had intensively deliberated strat- 
egy amd tactics tor the upcoming campaign to “liberate” 
Saigon. Meeting in a complex of old bamboo huts that 
served as COSVN's regional headquarters, Dung, Pham 
Hung, and General Tran Vom Tra spent several days 
studying the topography of the areas surrounding the 
South Vietnamese capital, calculating the amount of time 
it would take to move each of their chess pieces into posi- 
tion, assessing the needs of each unit for ammunition, 
equipment, and supplies. The final result of their endeav- 
ors was a plom to assault Saigon from three directions: 
north, southwest, and east. The main thrust was to come in 
the east, beginning with a multidivisional attack on the 
central bulwark of ARVN's defense line, the garrison town 
of Xuan Loc. 

Everyone agreed, General Tra later recalled, that the 
battle "would be very fierce.” The Communists knew that 
the South Vietnamese had heavily reinforced the units de- 
{ending the town and that President Thieu had personally 
ordered his generals to hold the line “at all costs.” But 
they also knew that if they succeeded in capturing Xuan 
Loc the road to Bien Hoa, and ultimately Saigon, would lie 
open, "The Saigon quislings and the United States ... 
hoped they might be able to hold out there and not lose 
everything, not collapse completely, not be defeated abso- 
lutely,” General Dung wrote in his memoirs, but they were 
only “prolonging their agony.” Dung was prepared to use 
whatever amount of force was necessary to take Xuan 
Loc. Artillery units would be supplied with extra quantities 
of shells, tanks equipped with additional fuel and ammu- 
nition, and three infomtry divisions hurled into the initial 
battle. If that failed to achieve the objective, other units 
would later arrive from the coast to complete the task. 
ARVN might hold out for a time, but eventually Xuan Loc 
would fall. 

On the afternoon of April 7, Dung called together the 
entire COSVN Central Committee to lay out the operation 
and gain pro forma endorsement. The meeting had just 
begun, Dung recalled, when “a motorcycle pulled up in 
the courtyard carrying a tall, lean man wearing a blue 
shirt, khaki slacks, and a soldier's hard helmet.” “Brother 
Sau"—Le Duc Tho—had arrived. Slung from Tho's shoul- 
der was “a big black leather satchel” containing the Polit- 
buro's latest resolutions. 

It was not the first time Tho had been dispatched by 


Hanoi to oversee preparations for a major military oper- 
ation in the South. In 1967, 1971, and 1972 he had visited 
the COSVN command zone to make sure that field com- 
manders fully understood the Politburo's wishes at the mo- 
ment of a crucial policy shift. But this occasion was differ- 
ent. In the past he had made the arduous journey on foot 
over a period of weeks; this time he traveled by plome, car, 
and motorcycle, completing the trip in ten days. In the past 
he had always known that there would be other battles to 
fight after the current offensive was over; now he stood at 
the threshold of “total military victory.” In the past he had 
come as a former chief political officer in the South and 
one of the highest-ranking members of the Politburo; now 
he carried, with more than a little irony, the additional 
badge of the coauthor of the Paris peace accords. 

On April 8 Tho briefed Dung and his colleagues on the 
instructions he had received from the Politburo. After in- 
forming them of world reaction to the offensive and de- 





scribing conditions in the North, he announced the estab- 
lishment of a new special command superseding COSVN 
to coordinate the campaign against Saigon. General 
Dung was designated as supreme commander; Pham 
Hung, the chief political officer; and Generals Tran Van 
Tra and Le Duc Anh, deputy commanders. In addition, 
Major General Le Trong Tom, “the conqueror of Danang,” 
was assigned responsibility for leading the pivotal attack 
on Xuan Loc. Before adjourning the meeting, Tho passed 
along a note of warning he had received from Tong Duc 
Ton, the president of the DRV. “You must win,” Ton told 
him on the day of his departure for the southern battle- 
field. “Otherwise, do not return.” 





At their headquarters in Loc Ninh, (left to right, seated) Chief 
of Staff Van Tien Dung, Politburo member Le Duc Tho, and 
COSVN head Pham Hung plan the final Communist assault 
against Saigon. 
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VERN oO SEHhIaNLENS 


At first it was just a black speck in a cloudless 
morning sky, a lone Vietnamese Air Force F-5E 
fighter-bomber streaking high above Saigon 
shortly before 8:30 a.m. on Tuesday, April 8. Then, 
just as the aircraft penetrated the prohibited zone 
surrounding the city’s center, it went into a steep 
dive and dropped two of its four 250-pound 
bombs as it passed over Independence Palace. 


painted jet returned and released its remaining 


some damage to a stairwell inside the palace. Af- 
ter the second pass the pilot hoaded for the for 
side of the Saigon River, emptied his 20mm can- 
non on the Nha Be fuel storage dump, and then 
flew north toward the Communist-held airfield at 
Phuoc Long. 























halt and pedestrians scrambled for cover. A few nervous 
soldiers fired their weapons aimlessly into the air. Within 
minutes fire engines arrived at the palace grounds, ac- 
companied by troops, tanks, and a phalanx of police. Steel 
and barbwire barricades were hurriedly erected and an- 
tiaircraft guns emplaced as a precaution against further 
attack. At 9:30 am. the government radio station an- 
nounced the imposition of a twenty-four-hour curfew, ef- 
fective immediately. By noon nearly all shops and busi- 
nesses were closed and the streets deserted. 

Many capital residents initially thought that the bomb- 
ing signaled a coup attempt, with much of the suspicion 
focused on Air Vice Marshal Ky and his cronies. Others, 
believing that the final battle for Saigon had begun, ran 
through the streets shouting, "The North Vietnamese are 
coming!" But such fears proved unfounded. South Viet- 
namese and American officials soon established that the 
F-5 pilot, First Lieutenant Nguyen Thanh Trung, had taken 
off from Bien Hoa Air Base that morning with orders to 
bomb Communist positions in Binh Thuan Province, some 
120 kilometers to the east. But after reporting engine 
trouble he split off from his formation and headed, unde- 
tected, straight for the heart of Saigon. Although Liber- 
ation Radio later boasted that Trung had long been a 
Communist agent and had been ordered to carry out the 
raid, American intelligence officers were skeptical. They 
were instead persuaded that he was either a disgruntled 
pilot trying to do Ky an unsolicited favor or a defector who 
decided to join the Communists at the last minute. 

While the bombing underscored the vulnerability of the 
capital and temporarily traumatized its inhabitants, the 
presidential palace suffered only minimal damage and 
the president himself emerged unscathed. Three hours al- 
ter the attack Thieu went on the radio to assure the nation 
that he and his family were unharmed, that there had 
been no coup, and that he still retained the loyalty of the 


| South Vietnamese armed forces. "] am determined to con- 





tinue the leadership of this country,” he vowed. 





Xuan Lec 





In the face of the growing military threat to Saigon, how- 
ever, Thieu's reassurances amounted to little more than 
posturing. By the second week in April no less than nine 
Communist Main Force divisions were bearing down on 
the capital from three directions—northwest in the area 
surrounding Tay Ninh, south along Route 4 leading from 


| the delta, and east along Route 1—and it seemed likely 


that as further reinforcements arrived from the north and 


| the coast the North Vietnamese would attempt to encircle 


the city entirely. But if the main outlines of the enemy's 





Preceding page. Former residents of Xuan Loc wait to be 
lifted out by CH-47s which ferry ARVN reinforcements into 
the embattled city and the refugees out. 
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grand strategy seemed clear, a number of crucial ques- 
tions were still unresolved. Where and when would the 
principal thrust come? Would ARVN hold? Would the NVA 
strike Saigon itself or simply tighten its noose until the 
GVN surrendered? Was there still a chance for a nego- 
tiated solution, if Thieu agreed to yield power? Part of an 
answer to these questions came on April 9, when the 34lst, 
6th, and 7th Divisions of the NVA's 4th Army Corps 
launched the long-anticipated attack on the ARVN strong- 
hold at Xuan Loc. By coincidence or design, it had been 
precisely eight days since the French communicated 
Hanoi’s “ultimatum” to Tran Van Don. 

The 341st NVA Division spearheaded the assault on 
Xuan Loc, penetrating from the northwest following a 
4,000-round barrage of artillery, rocket, and mortar fire 
that set half the town aflame. As thick columns of smoke 
billowed into the night sky, Soviet-made T54 tanks 
clanked forward, firing, with waves of infomtrymen close 
behind. Savage hand-to-hand fighting ensued as the 
North Vietnamese pushed toward the heart of the city, 
seizing a number of key installations along the way. By 
dawn the NLF flag flew over the police station, the CIA 
compound, the railway station, and the local Ranger base. 

But the soldiers of the 18th ARVN Division, commanded 
by General Le Minh Dao, refused to fold. Though out- 
numbered and outgunned, the 43d Infantry Regiment 
launched counterattack after counterattack throughout the 
morning of April 10 and ultimately forced the invaders to 
yield ground. The North Vietnamese responded by hurling 
into the battle two additional regiments from their 6th and 
7th Divisions and by pounding ARVN positions with unre- 
mitting artillery fire, Still, the Communists could not dis- 
lodge the defenders. 

As the fighting raged on, reducing much of the town to 
a heap of burning rubble, the civilian residents of Xuan 
Loc desperately tried to escape. Although helicopters 
were brought in to evacuate ARVN dependenis, most of 
the population had to flee on foot and bicycle. Thousands 
headed north toward enemy lines. The majority, however, 
trudged west toward Route 1, the main road leading to 
Saigon. 

Theirs was not an easy journey. To prevent the South 
Vietnamese from reinforcing Xuan Loc from the west, the 
North Vietnamese had established a blockade along a 
sixteen-kilometer stretch of Route ] between the town of 
Hung Loc and the city’s perimeter. Throughout the day 
VNAF fighter-bombers and helicopter gunships ham- 
mered at NVA entrenchments, hoping to punch a hole 
wide enough to allow an armor- and artillery-supported 
task force to reach Xuan Loc. But the Communists held on, 
stalling the recently dispatched reinforcements near the 
junction of Routes 1 and 20. 

Despite their failure to break the NVA blockade west of 
Xuan Loc, the South Vietnamese military command had 
reason to be pleased with the performance of their troops 


on the first full day of battle. Not only had General Dao's 
forces successfully resisted a multidivisional enemy as- 
sault, but they had inflicted heavy casualties on the North 
Vietnamese while suffering comparatively few, They had 
also captured twenty prisoners, most of whom, according 
to General Vien, “were newly recruited conscripts ... 
about 17 years old.” Unfamiliar with the terrain and fright- 
ened by artillery fire, mony had been found hiding in sew- 
ers with their rifles fully loaded. The youth and inexperi- 
ence of the soldiers of the 341st NVA Division suggested 
that the Communists were willing to pay whatever price 
was necessary to take Xuan Loc. If so, the South Vietnam- 
ese had no choice but to match them. 

On April 11 the North Vietnamese resumed their at- 
tacks, this time striking the rear base of the 52d Infantry 
northwest of Xuan Loc on Route 20 as well as the 43d In- 
fantry and the 82d Ranger Battalion inside the town. Fear- 
ful that the Communists might attempt to surround the city 
entirely, the South Viemamese ordered a second task 
force from Cu Chi to join the fight to open Route ] and 
helolifted two battalions of the lst Airborne Brigade to an 
area just south of Xuan Loc. To neutralize the firepower of 





the enemy's tanks, each of the paratroopers carried a 
LAW (light antitank weapon) in addition to his usual bat- 
tlefield equipment. Morale was high. “Airborne No. 1,” 
one grinning officer told an American reporter. “Every- 
thing be okay now because Airborne is here.” 

With the arrival of the Airborne, 25,000 troops, nearly a 
third of what remained of the Army of the Republic of Viet- 
nam, were committed to the defense of Xuan Loc. In addi- 
tion, for the first time since the onset of the North Vietnam- 
ese offensive the Vietnamese Air Force was consistently 
providing effective air support for the ground troops. Fly- 
ing out of Bien Hoa and Tan Son Nhut airfields, prop- 
driven A-] Skyraiders and F-5 fighter-bombers repeat- 
edly hit enemy troop concentrations around the city. Even 
C-130 transport planes were used in an attack role. 
Armed with 750-pound bombs strapped to wooden pallets 
that the crews rolled out of the rear cargo hatches, they 
served as makeshift substitutes for the absent B-52s. 





On April 8, government soldiers stand ready to enforce th 
twenty-four-hour curfew imposed after an F-5 airer 
bombed the presidential palace that day. 














Largely as a result of the close coordination between 
air and ground forces, by April 12 the battle seemed to be 
turning in ARVN's favor. Although the North Vietnamese 
maintained their tight grip on Route ] west of the town 
and continued to pin down the 52d Infantry to the north, 
the 43d Regiment had regained control of the city itself 


| and the Airborne was slowly but steadily closing in from 


the south. Moreover, the reinforced task force fighting to 
reopen Route 1 was finally beginning to make some head- 
way against the entrenched North Vietnamese. 

Encouraged by the RVNAF's determined resistance, 
General Smith shot off a telegram to General George 
Brown, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, declaring that 
the South Vietnamese “had won round one” of the crucial 
battle for Xuan Loc. “The valor and aggressiveness of 
GVN troops,” he concluded, “appears to settle for the time 
being the question, "Will ARVN tight?’ ” 


“The State of the World” 


Smith hoped that the news of ARVN's brave stand would 
convince the U.S. Congress that South Vietnam could still 
be saved, provided that additional military aid were im- 
mediately forthcoming. But the prospect was not encour- 
aging. When Congress reconvened on April 7, resistance 
to the administration's Indochina aid package seemed 
stronger than ever. During the twelve-day Easter break 
most representatives had ascertained little support among 
their constituents for the president's proposal, and their 








| impressions were confirmed by the latest public opinion 


polls. A Gallup survey conducted in late March and early 
April showed that three out of every four respondents op- 


| posed a comparatively modest $300 million supplement to 





South Vietnam, while opposition to a $222 Cambodia aid 
bill was running at two to one. “The feeling is,“ said Re- 
publican Garner Shriver of Kansas, “that we have made a 
considerable contribution to Vietnam and Cambodia, and 
that we've done enough.” Even more telling were the re- 
marks of Democrat Joseph Gaydos, whose district encom- 
passed the formerly prowar steel towns of western Penn- 
sylvania. Like some newspaper editorialists, Gaydos had 
already begun to speak of America's role in Southeast 
Asia in the past tense. “Most people realize,” he com- 
mented, "that regardless of how much we might have 
spent in lives or dollars, we couldn't have changed the 
outcome.” 

Many congressmen, moreover, returned to Washington 
angry at the administration's intimations that they were to 
blame for the failure of U.S. policy. Particularly disturbing 
was President Ford's suggestion at an April 3 press con- 
ference that 55,000 American lives had been wasted be- 
cause Congress refused to honor commitments made un- 
der the terms of the Paris agreement. Secretary of State 
Kissinger's contention that a continuation of American aid 
to the GVN was “inherent” in the structure of the cease- 
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fire pact also stirred resentment, as did his attempt to vali- 
date past policy on the grounds that Congress had never 
directly challenged his decisions. “Some commitments are 
invented where no commitments exist,” snapped Senator 
Robert Byrd, “and then Congress is blamed for not living 
up to those commitments.” 

The furor over the nature of the U.S. obligation in- 
tensified after Senator Henry Jackson (D-Washington) 
took the floor on April 8 and charged that the Nixon ad- 
ministration had made “secret agreements ... in writing’ 
with the South Vietnamese without consulting Congress. 
Since administration officials had repeatedly stressed in 
recent weeks that the United States had a "moral ... but 
no legal commitment” to support South Vietnam, Jackson 
called upon Kissinger to disclose the substance of those 
agreements to Congress under oath. The White House re- 
sponded with the claim that President Nixon had promised 
nothing in private to the South Vietnamese that he had not 
reiterated many times in public. While in one sense this 
was true, it was also a fact that Congress had never been 
apprised of the contents of the former president's letters of 
assurance to Nguyen Van Thieu. 

Nor did Congress know that the Ford administration 
was actively considering a new, and much larger, Viet- 
nam aid package in place of the $300 million bill already 
on the table. Although Defense Secretary Schlesinger and 
the president's political advisers continued to oppose the 
$722 million Weyand proposal, Kissinger remained ada- 
menily in favor of it. Ultimately it was the secretary of state 
who prevailed. In a series of meetings of the Washington 
Special Action Group and the National Security Council 
on April 8 and 9, he convinced Ford that the future inter- 
ests of American foreign policy required the strongest pos- 
sible demonstration of U.S. resolve. lí the United States 
were to withdraw its support from South Vietnam now, he 
argued, the nation's other allies around the world would 
surely begin to doubt the value of an American com- 
mitment, with severe repercussions for the entire global 
balance of power. 

Other members of the WSAG and NSC, however, were 
less concerned about the long-range implications of the 
aid question than the more immediate need to protect 
some 6,000 American lives in Saigon. Prompted by Gen- 
eral Weyand's remarks about the need to "plan now for a 
mass evacuation,” Schlesinger, CIA Director Colby, and 
JCS Chairman Brown all began to press for a rapid accel- 
eration of the U.S. withdrawal. Colby also urged that 
“high risk” Vietnamese be included in the evacuation ef- 
fort. Kissinger took a middle position. Although he agreed 
that an effort should be made to reduce the size of the U.S. 
community in Vietnám as soon as possible, he also shared 
Ambassador Martin's fear that a hasty withdrawal might 
trigger the collapse of the GVN and provoke a violent 
backlash against those Americans who remained. 

Again Kissinger's views prevailed. At the conclusion of 


























ARVN troops made a 
defiant stand at Xuan 
Loc in late March and 
early April despite the 
crushing advance of 
Communist troops. 
Above. HI Corps gun- 
ners, supporting the 
task force advancing 
on Xuan Loc, at an ar- 
tillery position. Left. 
ARVN soldiers bran- 
dish captured Commu- 
nist flags after they 
had won “round one” 
at Xuan Loc. 
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ie WSAG/NSC sessions it was decided that prepara- 
ons for a total evacuation were to be expanded, but the 
nal “hard pull would be postponed until Congress 
sached a decision on the aid issue. In the meantime, Am- 
assador Martin was to step up the “thinning out” process 
lready under way, reducing the American presence to 
‚100 over a period of two weeks so that a fleet of helicop- 
srs would be sufficient for the final pullout. The estimation 
f naval and combat force requirements for a full-scale 
vacuation was assigned to Admiral Gayler, while ad- 
linistration officials agreed to seek a relaxation of U.S. 
nmigration rules to facilitate the extraction of large num- 
ers of Vietnamese. All evacuation planning was to be 
ompleted within ten days—by April 19. 

On April 10 President Ford revealed his decisions in a 
ationally televised address on “The State of the World” 
fore a joint session of Congress. Many legislators had 
‚een hoping that the president would use the occasion to 
90k beyond Vietnam and chart a new bipartisan course 
1 U.S. foreign policy. Instead they sat in stony silence as 
m unusually nervous Ford sounded the same themes they 
iad heard so often in the recent past, including the impli- 
ation that the failure of Congress to provide “adequate 
upport” to South Vietnam had invited aggression from 
he North. In a dramatic breach of legislative etiquette, 
wo freshmen congressmen stalked out of the chamber 
vhile the president spelled out his latest requests. 

In addition to asking for the full $722 million in military 
id recommended by General Weyand, Ford called upon 
Congress to provide $250 million for emergency refugee 
elief, food, end medicine. He also requested an amend- 
nent of existing law to permit the evacuation of “tens of 
housands” of South Vietnamese “to whom we have a pro- 
ound moral obligation” as well as clarification of Con- 
jressional restrictions on his authority to use U.S. military 
orces “if necessary” to protect American lives. Apparently 
ejecting any compromise on the aid issue, Ford warned 
hat “half-hearted action would be worse than none,” 
while “drift and indecision” would only invite “far deeper 
lisaster.” He asked Congress to complete action on all of 
hese measures no later than April 19. 





Operation Eagle Pull 


The president said little in his speech about the parallel 
Tisis in Cambodia. He expressed regret that Congress 
ad not approved the $222 million aid bill he had sub- 
nitted in Jamuary and quoted in full a moving appeal from 
acting Cambodian President Saukham Khoy. "For a num- 
ser of years now the Cambodian people have placed 
heir trust in America,” the letter read in part. “I cannot 








A South Vietnamese soldier guards North Vietnamese prison- 
srs captured during the fighting at Xuan Loe, the keystone of 
he GVN’s final defense line. 


believe that this confidence was misplaced and that sud- 
denly America will deny us the means which might give 
us a chance to find an acceptable solution to our conflict.” 
Ford made no mention, however, of his own unwillingness 
to compromise with Congress by accepting a mandatory 
June 30 cutoff date in exchange for the authorization of aid. 
Nor did he present a new aid proposal for Cambodia as 
he had for South Vietnam. In fact, he conceded, “as of this 
evening, it may be too late.” 

It was too late. Two hours before the president went on 
the air, the White House received a flash cable from Am- 
bassador Dean renewing his request for the initiation of 
Operation Eagle Pull, the final phase of the American 
evacuation from Phnom Penh. He sent the message shortly 
after Khmer Rouge gunners, now within mortar range of 
Pochentong airport, hit an American DC-8 as it taxied 
along the runway, killing four members of the crew and 
bringing the U.S. airlift to a halt. With the capital’s sole re- 
maining life line to the outside world now cut off, and time 
running out, Dean wanted the helicopters brought in to ex- 
tract the remaining Americans. 

Preparations for Eagle Pull had been made long be- 
fore. Since early March Amphibious Ready Group (ARG) 
Alfa, a group of Americam ships that included the navy 
helicopter carrier U.S.S. Okinawa, had cruised off the 
Cambodian coast in the Gulf of Thailand. Aboard the Oki- 
nawa were some 800 men of the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, 
newly designated as the 3!st Marine Amphibious Unit, as 
well as two dozen CH-53 helicopters. Another carrier, the 
U.S.S. Hancock, was steaming toward the group with 
twelve more helicopters when Dean's cable reached 
Washington, while in Thailand a dozen strike aircraft and 
ten other support planes of the U.S. 7th Air Force were 
standing by to provide air cover. 

Although the administration promptly authorized the 
evacuation, they informed Dean that there would be a 
twenty-four-hour delay. They wanted to allow enough 
time for the Hancock to join the other ships, and Secretary 
Kissinger wanted to make one final bid for a “controlled 
solution.” L-hour, the time when the first marine helicop- 
ters would land in the Cambodian capital, was therefore 
set for 9:00 am., April 12, Phnom Penh time—9:00 p.m, 
April 11, Washington time. 

In the meantime Kissinger, who in the past week had 
made no headway in his attempts to cajole Prince Siha- 
nouk into negotiations, launched his eleventh-hour peace 
initiative. Dropping an earlier demand that Sihanouk first 
agree to share power with other leaders of the Khmer Re- 
public, he instructed George Bush, the U.S. liaison chief in 
Peking, to contact the prince directly and invite him to take 
over the Cambodian government. Not surprisingly, Siha- 
nouk flatly refused the offer. Having already accepted a 
figurehead role as “head of state” under a Khmer Rouge 
regime while conceding all internal governmental respon- 
sibilities, he stood to gain nothing by breaking with his 


van 





| Communist allies on the eve of their military triumph. “I 
will remain until the end on the side of the Red Khmers,” 
he asserted in a written reply to Bush’s message, "my al- 
lies whom I would never betray.” 

Several hours later, and six minutes ahead of schedule, 
Operation Eagle Pull was under way. It proceeded flaw- 
| lessly. As the first wave of three Sea Stallion helicopters 
' set down on Landing Zone Hotel, a soccer field half a kilo- 
meter southwest of the U.S. Embassy, 90 marines charged 
out and established a defense perimeter. Armed with M16 
rifles and M79 grenade launchers, they had expected to 
meet threatening mobs and hostile enemy fire; instead 
they found only a few hundred — 


sentiment of abandoning a people which has chosen liberty. You 
have refused us your protection and we can do nothing about it. 

. But mark it well that, it E shall die here on the spot and in my 
country that I love, it is too bad because we are all born and 
must die one day. I have only committed this mistake of believing 
in you, the Americans. 


Among the highest-ranking members of the Khmer gov- 
ernment, only Saukham Khoy requested evacuation. Long 
Boret and Sirik Matak were later executed by the Khmer 
Rouge. 

Alter five years of fitful, often clandestine, effort and the 
expenditure of more than a billion dollars in aid, the 
American attempt to prevent a 





passive onlookers and the dis- 
tant sound of Khmer Rouge 
guns. Soon helicopters were ar- 
riving every ten minutes, touch- 
ing down only long enough to 
board evacuees before shuttling 
back to the decks of the Oki- 
| nawa and the Hancock. At 10:15 
AM. a somber Ambassador 
Deon departed, carrying under 
his arm the folded American 
| flag that had flown over the em- 
bassy until the previous night. 
By eleven o'clock all of the civil- 
ians were safely on their way to 
the ships of the U.S. 7th Fleet, 
and only part of the 360-man 
marine security detachment re- 
mained. Although Khmer Rouge 
rockets and mortar rounds were 
now beginning to fall among the 
| surrounding crowd, Communist 
gunners did not zero in on the 
landing zone itself until 11:15, 
moments after the last contin- 
gent of marines had lifted off. 

All told, 276 people were 
evacuated during the operation. 








Thailand. 





Carrying the flag from the embas: 
Ambassador John Gunther Dean arrives at U Tapao, 


Communist takeover in Cambo- 
dia had come to an end. The 
Khmer Republic nevertheless 
limped along for five more days. 
The mood in Phnom Penh was 
festive when the end finally came 
on the morning of April 17. 
Buoyed by the prospect of peace 
after so many years of bloodshed, 
crowds lined the streets waving 
white flags in anticipation of the 
arrival of their new rulers. Spirits 
rose even higher when a group of 
black-clad soldiers marched 
down one of the capital's central 
boulevards and smilingly told 
government soldiers to put down 
their weapons and gohome. Only 
later did the citizens of Phnom 
Penh realize that this initial con- 
tingent of cheerful “liberators” 
was but a group of local students 
attempting to associate them- 
selves with the revolution before 
the Khmer Rouge arrived. 
Jubilation gave way to silence 
and dread when the real con- 
querors entered the city. “Grim, 


_ 
sy in Phnom Penh, 


¿ER 








Eighty-two were American, 159 
Cambodian, and 35 other nationalities. More could have 
gone, since the thirty-six helicopters used in the evac- 
uation were capable ol carrying a total of 780 passengers 
in addition to the marines. Yet most Cambodian govern- 
ment officials, including Prime Minister Long Boret, his ad- 
| viser Sirik Matak, and others on the Khmer Rouge death 
list, declined Ambassador Dean's offer of escape. As Ma- 
| tak explained in a poignant letter to Dean that arrived 
| shortly after the first helicopters landed: 

I thank you very sincerely for your fetter and for your offer to 
transport me towards freedom. I cannot, alas, leave in such a 
cowardly fashion. As for you and in particular for your great 
country, I never believed for a moment that you would have this 
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robotlike, brutal,” wrote Sydney 
Schomberg of the New York Times. The Khmer Rouge 
troops, many of them teen-age boys and girls, marched 
into the capital with weapons "[dripping] from them like 
fruit from trees.” Speaking in the name of am entity identi- 
fied only as Angka Loeu—"Organization on High'—they 
immediately begam ordering everyone to leave the city 
The Americans, they said, were going to bomb Phnom 
Penh. Their leaders knew better; they had other purposes 
for the evacuation. 





Operation Eagle Pull. Cambodian civilians watch as evac 
uation helicopters pull some of the last Americans out o 
Phnom Penh on April 12. 
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A Khmer Rouge guerrilla commands shop owners into the street as the 
evacuation of the capital begins 


Under the Khmer Rouge: 
Day One 





On the morning of April 17, 1975, 
peace came to Phnom Penh, albeit tem- 
porarily. Although most government sol- 
diers had not received formal orders to 
surrender, the Khmer Rouge entering the 
Cambodian capital met with no resis- 
tance. The more than 2 million civilians 
cramming the city were to receive no res- 
pite; the victors immediately ordered all 
people out of Phnom Penh, beginning Pol 
Pot's reign of terror. 


Right. The first Khmer Rouge arrivals are 
welcomed with white flags and applause. 
Above. Heavily laden with weapons, 
young Khmer Rouge soldiers march down 
one of Phnom Penh’s central boulevards. 








Conflicting signals 

The American pullout from Cambodia only reinforced the 
mood of grim foreboding that had gripped Saigon since 
the first days of April. Convinced that the United States 
was preparing to abandon them as well, many South Viet- 
namese now began to direct their energies toward getting 
themselves and their families out before it was too late. 
The obstacles to departure, however, remained formi- 
dable. In the past two weeks the standard bribe for a 
passport and exit visa had risen from $500 to $3,000, while 
for those who sought to escape by sea the price of a mod- 
est junk had tripled to $10,000 or more. To meet these es- 
calating costs, family heirlooms and even luxurious villas 
were placed on the market at bargain basement prices. 
But there were few takers. Those who had the means to 
pay their way out tended to hoard their money or tried to 





| exchange it for gold, already valued at $725 an ounce and 


destined to appreciate even further. 

Fueling the growing sense of desperation were numer- 
ous stories of Communist atrocities in the “liberated” prov- 
inces of the north, graphically embellished and widely 
publicized by the GVN and the local press. South Viet- 
namese Roman Catholics were especially fearful of a 
Communist blood bath, as were those Vietnamese who 
had any association with the Americans. Not only “high 
risk” intelligence operatives but even chauffeurs, laun- 


| dresses, and other menial laborers at U.S. installations 


viewed themselves as primary targets of Communist retri- 
bution. Along Tu Do Street, bar girls began approaching 
every foreigner who passed in search of a deal that would 
get them out of the country, while the mistresses of Ameri- 
cans beseeched their lovers to take them along when they 
left. “He says wait, wait, wait,’ lamented one Vietnamese 
girl who wanted her American boyfriend to marry her. 
“You don't understand. They will not just kill me. They will 
torture me before.” 

If many Saigonese felt betrayed, however, it was not so 
much the Americans as their own government that they 
held responsible. When President Thieu at last announced 


| the make-up of his new “government of war and national 


union” on April 14, dissatisfaction with his leadership was 


| so widespread that the only remaining question seemed to 





be when, not whether, he would be forced to step down. 
Barricaded inside his third-floor office in Doc Lap Palace, 
he could no longer silence his critics in the press or com- 
mand the personal loyalty of his troops. In open defiance 
of government censorship laws, newspapers now printed 
full accounts of the worsening military situation, while 
some senior ARVN officers spoke freely of the need to be 
rid of their leader. "As commander in chief Thieu has pre- 
sided over one of the worst defeats in recent military his- 
tory,” one general told cm American reporter. “He must 
resign.” A young ARVN officer was even more blunt. 
“Thieu,” he said, “has done more for Communism in the 
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past two weeks than General Giap did in two decades. 
He is a traitor.” 

The Americans, too, were beginning to waver in their 
support for the South Vietnamese president. Although Am- 
bassador Martin continued to believe that any extra- 
constitutional change in government could prove disas- 
trous, he also knew that any hope for a negotiated 
settlement hinged on Thieu's removal from power. Despite 
the expiration of the alleged “eight-day ultimatum,” the 
Provisional Revolutionary Government was still sending 
out signals that a political solution was possible. “It de- 
pends on our adversaries whether we use military meas- 
ures,” Madame Binh told two Western reporters on April 
9. “We do not want our compatriots to die if we can obtain 
our objectives by other means.” Four days later Pierre 
Brochand, the head of French intelligence in Saigon, ap- 
proached CIA Station Chief Polgar at Le Cercle Sportif 
with a more detailed version of the Communists’ ostensible 
offer. While the French agreed with Polgar that the mili- 
tary situation was irretrievable, Brochand said, they had 
reason to believe that Hanoi was “not in a hurry” and 
would agree to an interim “neutralist” government as a 
bridge to eventual Communist rule. “Big” Minh was con- 
sidered the most likely candidate to head such a coalition, 
but former Prime Minister Khiem, Tran Van Don, former 
Foreign Minister Tran Van Do, and Senate Chairman 
Tran Van Lam might prove acceptable alternatives, Fur- 
ther confirmation of Brochand's information was provided 
by Tran Van Don, who claimed to have been in contact 
with a PRG representative. In a meeting with Ambassa- 
dor Martin at the U.S. Embassy on April 14, the day after 
Brochand's tête-à-tête with Polgar, the new GVN defense 
minister passed along three specific points made by his 
contact: that Don himself was acceptable as a replace- 
ment for Thieu; that Communists would not interfere with 
the evacuation of "select" South Vietnamese; and that the 
United States could still maintain a small embassy pres- 
ence in Saigon provided that all other “official Americans” 
left the country. 

However encouraging these hints may have seemed, 
other evidence indicated that the Communists had some- 
thing far different in mind than a political settlement. Not 
only did the North Vietnamese Army continue to press its 
advantage on every front, but official Communist pro- 
nouncements took on an increasingly hard-line tone. 
Whereas previously the PRG had called only for Thieu's 
ouster and the cessation of American “military involve- 
ment and intervention” as the price of peace, by mid-April 
they were demanding the withdrawal of all “25,000 US 
military advisers disguised as civilians” and threatening a 
“mass uprising” in Saigon unless the South Vietnamese 
president and his “clique” resigned. To encourage the 
prompt departure of the Americans, the North Vietnamese 
Foreign Ministry publicly announced on April 16 that "lib- 
eration forces” would create “no difficulty or obstacle 
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Charles Miessner, who had accompanied General Wey- 
and on his fact-finding visit to Vietnam. Asserting that “no 
one including the Vietnamese military believes that more 
aid could reverse the flow of events,” Moose and Miessner 
reported a “consensus” among U.S. officials in Saigon ur- 
gently favoring evacuation. Yet, “this sense of urgency is 
not shared, and indeed is being actively resisted, by Am- 
bassador Martin and a few of his senior officers.” Martin 
did not “perceive or acknowledge” the gravity of the situa- 
tion, they charged, and had declined to step up planning 
for an evacuation for fear of weakening the resolve of the 
South Vietnamese government. Although the two investi- 
gators conceded that there were grounds for the am- 
bassador's fear of a backlash, they saw this as reason to 
accelerate rather than delay the U.S. withdrawal. 

After the meeting Senators Hubert Humphrey (D-Min- 
nesota) and Dick Clark (D-Iowa) told reporters that final 
approval of the president's request for humanitarian aid, 
as distinguished from military aid, would be granted once 
the committee was certain that Ambassador Martin had 
begun to expedite the evacuation of Americans trom Sai- 
gon. They also said the bill would authorize the extraction 
of some Vietnamese, though far fewer than the 175,000 to 
200,000 mentioned by the administration. Two days later, 
after the committee tentatively approved emergency legis- 
lation providing the president with a $200 million contin- 
gency fund to use during an evacuation, Senator Frank 
Church (D-Idaho) reiterated the conditions for final ap- 
proval. “Before acting,” he said, “we want to make certain 
that a plan for the withdrawal of nonessential American 
citizens from Saigon ... is being eflectuated.” 

In response to the insinuation that he was needlessly 
delaying the American withdrawal, Martin shot off an 
acerbic cable to the White House on April 15. “The rela- 
tively few people about whose opinion I really care,” he 
asserted, "will not change their opinion of me.” 


Even the sly, anonymous insertion of the perfumed ice-pick into 
the kidneys in the form of quotes from my colleagues in the De- 
partment are only a peculiar form of acupuncture, indigenous to 
Foggy Bottom, against which I was immunized long ago. 


“There are only two important considerations I keep in 
mind,” he went on, "the safety of the people under my 
charge and the integrity of US policy. Both of these objec- 
tives ... seem to me to demand that we not be diverted by 
any kind of pressure, press or Congressional, from coolly 
pursuing a course best designed to achieve them.” That 
course, as Martin later put it, involved “walking a tight- 
rope of judgement” above a host of contingencies—the 
growing possibility that the generals might turn on Thieu 
and mount a coup, the likely prospect of a Congressional 
denial of military aid, the growing need to push ahead 
with the American withdrawal—any one of which could 
set off a "mass panic” that would endanger the very 
people Congress was so concerned about. 
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According to Martin, moreover, the charge that he did 
not “perceive or acknowledge” the seriousness of the situ- 
ation was preposterous and directly contradicted what 
Moose had told him just before leaving Saigon. Two years 
later, in response to a Congressional request for declassi- 
fication of the Moose, Miessner report, Martin challenged 
Moose to deny under oath that he had told the ambassa- 
dor “he would report that [Martin's] handling of things 
had been ‘brilliant,’ and that the only thing preventing 
thousands of deaths had been the ambassador's adamant 
resistance to the reintroduction of American military forces 
to protect any immediate mass evacuation.” But Moose 
declined, Martin recalled, and Congress promptly with- 
drew its request. 

Nor did the American ambassador take kindly to the 
claim that he was “actively resisting” the evacuation ef- 
fort. Not only had he set in motion the original U.S. “draw- 
down” plan, but after receiving the WSAG's directives of 
April 9 he had organized a missionwide task force to 
coordinate all contingency preparations for a full-scale 
pullout. The new planning team had updated the em- 
bassy's standing four evacuation options to accommodate 
varying numbers of “high risk” Vietnamese. Although Op- 
tions I and II still envisaged a step-by-step withdrawal by 
fixed-wing aircraft, Option III, a combined air- and sea- 
lift scheme, was now expanded to allow for the extraction 
of up to 200,000 Viemamese by ship from the Newport 
Harbor complex in northeast Saigon and the port city of 
Vung Tau. A new and more detailed blueprint for Option 
IV, the “worst case” alternative, was also drawn up. Un- 
der the revised plan, bus convoys and small Air America 
UH-1 helicopters were to collect passengers at twenty- 
nine designated assembly points around Saigon and 
shuttle them to Newport or the DAO complex at Tan Son 
Nhut. From there the evacuees would be transported by 
helicopter to the U.S. fleet anchored offshore. 

In the meantime General Smith tried to speed up the 
“voluntary” departure ol nonessential personnel by can- 
celing PX privileges for army retirees living in Saigon and 
by ordering a revised estimate of the number of contract 
and staff employees who could be released without shut- 
ting down the DAO. His efforts were frustrated, however, 
by the same emigration and immigration restrictions that 
had hampered the American withdrawal from the start. 
Although C-141 transports were bringing fresh military 
supplies into Tan Son Nhut daily, most of them returnec 
empty to Clark Air Base in the Philippines. By April 13 
nearly two weeks after the inauguration of the “draw 
down” plan, only 1,285 Americans and 1,837 Vietnamese 
had departed on outbound airlift planes. 

On April 14 the red tape finally began to unravel wher 
U.S. immigration authorities and the GVN both agreed tc 
relax restrictions for Vietnamese dependents of Americar 
citizens. Henceforth, the South Vietnamese Interior Min 
istry announced, any Vietnamese who could demonstrate 


hat he or she was an American dependent would be is- 
sued a special document known as a laissez passer in lieu 
of the standard exit visa and passport. Yet while the new 
rules greatly facilitated the departure of one large cate- 
gory of Vietnamese, it had a number of consequences that 
further complicated the American withdrawal. Since the 
U.S. “parole” applied only to Vietnamese with American 
relatives actually resident in Vietnam, it encouraged an 
influx of several hundred U.S. citizens who had been living 
in Hong Kong, Bangkok, Singapore, and elsewhere and 
now saw a chance to rescue their Vietnamese friends or 
lovers. At the same time, an unspecified number of U.S. 
military deserters suddenly surfaced with their Vietnam- 
ese wives and families in tow. As a result, at the very mo- 
ment when Congress was insisting that the evacuation ef- 
fort be accelerated, the list of potential American evacuees 
in Saigon grew by over 1,000 names. 





A decision to delay 





While the Americans contemplated how they were going 
to get out of Saigon, their North Vietnamese adversaries 
were reconsidering how they were going to get in. Since 
their initial conference on April 8, the three Politburo 
members in the South, now known as Group A75—Gen- 
eral Dung, Pham Hung, and Le Duc Tho—had been forced 








to reevaluate their plan for the final assault on Saigon. Not 
only had the NVA run into much stiffer resistance than an- 


| 


ticipated at Xuan Loc, but General Nghi's ARVN forces at | 
Phan Rang had posed unexpected difficulties for Com- | 


munist Main Force units assigned to finish off MR 2. When 
Dung learned that the three reserve divisions dispatched 
from the DRV had also been delayed and would not ar- 
rive at their appointed positions north of Saigon until April 
25, he concluded that there was no choice but to postpone 
the original timetable for victory. 

The other members of the Politburo agreed. Aside from 
Dung's strictly tactical considerations, it is possible that 
the leaders in Hanoi wanted to allow more time for the 
Americans to proceed with their withdrawal, as evi- 
denced by their repeated promises not to “interfere” with 
a US. evacuation if carried out “immediately.” In any 
case, a series of directives issued on April 14 authorized 
Dung to delay launching the “general offensive on Sai- 
gon” pending the arrival of the bulk of the Ist and 2d 
Army Corps, but only until “the last week of April ... at 
the very latest.” In the meantime those forces already in 
place were gradually to intensify pressure on the South 
Vietnamese capital. To the south amd southwest, the four 
divisions of the recently organized 232d Tactical Force 
would accelerate their drive up from the delta, cut Route 4, 
and force the GVN to spread out its defenders. The three 
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South Vietnamese task force 


On April 9. 1975. three Main Force NVA divisions con 
verged on the 18th ARVN Division at Xuan Loc, the 
bulwark of Saigon's defenses. There, the RVNAF used 








everything it had to try to stop the NVA advance. Qut- 
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numbered and surrounded. the 18th ARVN Division held | 





divisions of the 3d Army Corps deployed northwest of the 
city were also to step up their attacks around Tay Ninh, ty- 
ing down the 25th ARVN Division and diverting attention 
away from the eastern front. In addition, sappers and spe- 
cial action teams were to enter Saigon, link up with under- 
ground units inside the capital, and prepare the way for 
the “general uprising” that would accompany the final 
Communist offensive. 

Several hours later party First Secretary Le Duan ca- 
bled Group A75 to inform them that the Central Executive 
Committee had approved yet another of their recommen- 
dations. As of 1900 on April 14, message number 37/TK 
read, the campaign to “liberate” Saigon was to be offi- 
cially known as the "Ho Chi Minh Campaign.” Although 
the resolution was intended to honor the memory of the 
late North Vietnamese leader, its more practical implica- 
tions were not lost on the southern commanders. "We must 
be in Saigon to celebrate Ho Chi Minh's birthday,” Pham 
Hung observed. The deadline, May 19, was only a month 
away. 

Alter receiving Hanoi's orders General Dung called to- 
gether members of his senior staff to hammer out a new 
plan of operation on the eastern front. Having tailed to 


| take Xuan Loc by frontal assault as originally planned, 


they decided to by-pass the town itsell in order to acceler- 
ate the movement of troops and equipment toward Saigon. 
Although elements of the 341st, 6th, and 7th NVA Divisions 
would remain in place to pin down the 43d ARVN Regi- 
ment inside Xuan Loc, the rest of those forces were now 
commitied to the methodical elimination of the city’s out- 
lying defenses. To solidify control over the vital intersection 
of Routes 1 and 20 and thus open the principal pathway 
leading south, Dung ordered two regiments of the 6th Divi- 
sion to “annihilate” the 52d ARVN Regiment's base on 
Route 20 and deployed the armor-supported 95B Regi- 
ment just north of Route ] between Xuan Loc and Bien 
Hoa. Even more crucial to the North Viemamese general's 
plan, he directed the recently arrived Artillery Group 75 to 
train its long-range 130mm guns on Bien Hoa Air Base to 
“paralyze” the South Vietnamese air force. Meanwhile, 
farther north cmd east, the three divisions of the 2d Army 
Corps, reinforced by the 3d NVA Division from Binh Dinh 
Province, were to overrun the ARVN forward command at 
Phon Rang, continue south along the coast and seize Phan 
Thiet, ihen swing westward and complete the conquest of 
Xuan Loc. 

Dung wasted no time putting his new strategy into el- 
fect. Beginning with a series of heavy assaults on the 52d 
ARVN Regiment on April 14, the NVA systematically iso- 
lated and outflanked the South Vietnamese defenders at 
Xuan Loc. As shellfire poured down on ARVN positions in- 
side the city and the 95B Regiment struck the government 
task lorce along Route 1, elements of the 6th NVA Division 
began quietly slipping westward through the rubber 
plantations toward the village of Trang Bom. On the 
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morning of April 15 North Viemamese artillery shells 
slammed into Bien Hoa for the first time in the war, tempo- 
rarily shutting down the runway. That night NVA com- 
mandos penetrated the air base and blew up part ot its 
giant ammunition dump, setting off an explosion so pow- 
erful that it rattled windows in downtown Saigon, twenty- 
tive kilometers to the south. 

Despite General Dao's well-publicized vow to “hold 
Xuan Loc” no matter “how many regiments they throw 
against me,” by nightfall on April 15 the ARVN com- 
mander was compelled to withdraw some of his troops. 
Decisively outnumbered, lacking air support, and thor- 
oughly exhausted, his soldiers no longer stood a chance of 
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successfully resisting the onrushing North Vietnamese 
Army. "It's like running a twenty mile race with one con- 
testant going the distance while the other runs a four-man 
relay,” one Western military analyst observed at the time. 
“There's simply no way ARVN can win.” 

The following day, as helicopters set down amid the 
smoldering rubble that was once Xuan Loc to extract ele- 
ments of the 43d Regiment, the North Vietnamese finally 
overran the base camp of the stubborn 52d Regiment. 
Breaking ranks only after 70 percent of their unit had been 
killed or wounded, the survivors fled toward the shattered 
armored task force along Route 1, which was itself in re- 
treat west of Trang Bom. In the meantime, 130mm shells 











At Xuan Loc on April 14, with NVA troops beginning to out- | 
flank the ARVN defenders, townspeople race to climb aboard 
the back end of a CH-47 Chinook helicopter 





continued to pound Bien Hoa with ever-increasing accu- 
racy, damaging six F-5 Freedom Fighters and fourteen A- 
37 Dragonflies and al! but immobilizing what remained of 
the Vietnamese Air Force. 

That same day, April 16, the “eastern column” of Gen- | 
eral Dung’s army broke through the makeshift ARVN de- 
fense line outside Phan Rang and rushed into the city. In 
addition to seizing nearly forty combat-ready South Viet- 
namese aircraft, the North Vietnamese captured MR 3 
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commander General Nghi, 6th Air Division commander 
General Pham Ngoc Sang, and an American CIA agent 
who had been serving as a liaison with Nghi's staff. What 
became of the two Vietnamese generals remains un- 
known. The American was released seven months later 
after undergoing intensive interrogation. 


Pulling the plug 


For the Ford administration, the collapse of ARVN's for- 
ward defense line could hardly have come at a worse 
time. With the April 19 deadline for Congressional action 
fast approaching, the president and his top advisers were 
engaged in a final, desperate bid to win approval of their 
$722 million aid proposal. No longer able to sustain the 
claim that additional aid could lead to a stabilization of 








| the military situation, administration officials now intro- 


duced some new arguments on behalf of the request. Sec- 
retary Kissinger, for instance, intimated to members of the 
Senate Appropriations Committee on April 15 that the 
funds would enhance the prospects for a political solution. 
“The sum we have requested,” he testified, “would enable 
the government of South Vietnam ... to negotiate under 
conditions more consistent with self-determination.” Tak- 
ing a different tack, Secretary Schlesinger warned the 
same commitiee that a Communist takeover would likely 
mean the execution of over 200,000 South Vietnamese. 

When these pleas failed to move Congress, the presi- 
dent went on the attack. In a speech before the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors on April 16, Ford once 
again accused Congress of reneging on the U.S. obliga- 
tion to support South Vietnam. Drawing an unfavorable 
contrast between American behavior toward Saigon and 
Chinese and Russian backing of Hanoi, he noted that "it 
appears that they have maintained [their] commitment. 
Unfortunately the US did not carry out its commitment. .. . 
It just makes me sick,” he later added, invoking a football 
metaphor, "that at the last minute of the last quarter the 
country would not make that special effort, [that] small, 
additional commitment in economic and military aid” 
needed to avert “this tragic situation.” Rather than gain- 
ing fresh support for the administration's cause, however, 
the president's remarks only revived the controversy over 
the meaning of the word “commitment” and the undis- 
closed contents of President Nixon's letters to President 
Thieu. 

The aid debate finally came to an end the following day 
when the Senate Armed Services Committee, which had 
previously rejected a series of compromise proposals by 
identical eight to seven margins, voted not to approve any 
additional military aid to South Vietnam. Though several 
other committees were still to be heard from and the ques- 
tion of humanitarian aid remained unsettled, the adminis- 
tration conceded defeat. "The time has come for restraint 
and compassion,” Kissinger declared. “The administration 
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has made its case. Let all now abide by the verdict of 
Congress—without recrimination or vindictiveness.” 

As the focus of Congressional attention shifted from aid 
to evacuation, Kissinger redirected his own energies to- 
ward the possibility of a negotiated settlement. Earlier in 
the month the secretary of state had refused to pursue the 
prospect as long as Thieu's removal remained a pre- 
condition, But by mid-April it had become apparent that 
the South Vietnamese president's days were numbered. In 
fact, the most recent information from Ambassador Martin 
indicated that members of the Joint General Staff might 
move against Thieu once it became clear that Congress 
was not going to approve any additional military aid. Be- 
lieving that “the essential process of negotiations [could] 
not be started with Thieu in power,” Martin informed Kis- 
singer on April 17 that he intended to go to Thieu “unless 
instructed to the contrary” and tell the South Vietnamese 
president that “his place in history would be better as- 
sured with the recording of all the truly significant things 
he has accomplished, if he does not, by staying in power 
too long, be remembered for failing to permit the attempt 
to be made to save what is left of Vietnam as a reasonably 
free state.” The ambassador told Kissinger he would make 
it “absolutely crystal clear” that he was speaking only for 
himself, “as a friend who has always told him the whole 
truth.” He would further say that it was his “dispassionate 
and objective conclusion that if he does not do this, his 
generals will force him to depart.” 


I would say that it would seem to most of the world a much more 
honorable way to go, if his departure was at his own volition, 
telling his country he did so to preserve the legitimacy of the 
Constitution and the successor administration which would help 
them negotiate from a greater position of strength to preserve a 
free Vietnam. 


In the meantime, Martin suggested to Kissinger "perhaps 
some way could be found to make the Soviet Union and 
China believe it would be to their advemtage in their fu- 
ture dealings with us to exercise the most massive re- 
straint on Hanoi to back away from Saigon and resume 
the negotiating track.” 

In the same message Martin reiterated his adamant op- 
position to the introduction of U.S. military forces to protect 
the American pullout. Noting that it could “trigger a hell of 
a mess ... if some God-damned fool persuades any of you 
in senior positions to send in the Marines until I send for 
them,” he urged Washington to "play it cool” so that he 
could “get our people out alive in a way that will not add 
a rather ghastly mistake to the thousands the Americans 
have already made in and about Vietnam.” The ambassa- 
dor promised to reduce the American community in Sai- 
gon to “2000 or less” by the end of the following week, 
April 26. 

Kissinger made his first direct peace overture on April 
18, when he met with Soviet Ambassador to the U.S. Ana- 








toly Dobrynin and passed along a note from President 
Ford to Premier Leonid Brezhnev. The message stated that 
the “overriding concern” of the United States was to 
achieve “controlled conditions” for the evacuation of 
American citizens and select Vietnamese nationals from 
South Vietnam. In exchange for Hanoi's acceptance of a 
cease-tire, the U.S. was prepared to convene talks in 
Paris, stop supplying the RVN, and proceed with its with- 
drawal trom Saigon. At the same time, Kissinger warned 
that any interference with the evacuation effort, including 
attacks against the capital, Tan Son Nhut airfield, or U.S. 
aircraft, would create a “most dangerous situation” for the 
North Vietnamese. Emphasizing that the U.S. was dealing 
only with Moscow, not Hanoi or Peking, the secretary of 
state requested a prompt reply. Dobrynin agreed. Several 
hours later the New York Times Moscow bureau reported 
that “Soviet diplomats” had recently assured “well- 
placed sources” that the North Vietnamese did not intend 
to attack Saigon during “the current campaign.” 
Unbeknownst to Kissinger, however, the day before his 
meeting with Dobrynin intelligence officials in Saigon had 
received the hardest evidence to date that Hanoi had no 


Government soliders wounded at Xuan Loc await evacuation 
from a town nineteen kilometers west, Hung Loc. 





interest in any form of political accommodation. A “long- 
range penetration” agent inside COSVN came in from the 
field on April 17 and reported that since late March the 
North Vietnamese had been committed to total military 
victory. He recounted the recent decision to delay the final 
attack until the last week of April, listed the primary tar- 
gets in Saigon, and even told of preparations for an air at- 
tack on the capital. Any talk of negotiations or coalition 
governments, with or without Thieu, he stressed, was sim- 
ply a ruse. The Communist high command had vowed to 
be in Saigon to celebrate Ho Chi Minh's birthday 

Since the agent “had long been a wellspring of extraor- 
dinarily accurate intelligence,” CIA analyst Snepp re- 
called, most American and South Vietnamese intelligence 
officers were convinced that they now had a “complete 
blueprint” of Hamoi’s plan. But the chief of the CIA station, 
Thomas Polgar, was skeptical. “Nothing new in that,” 
Snepp remembered him saying, “we've heard it al! be- 
fore.” Nor did Polgar change his mind when the chiei 
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PRG delegate to the Joint Military Team two days later 
raised the price of a political agreement by demanding 
the immediate departure of Ambassador Martin. “He's 
cloaked as an American diplomat,” Colonel Vo Dong 
Giang declared at a press conference on April 19, “but 
actively directs all military, political, and economic poli- 
cies and is responsible for all criminal acts of the Thieu re- 
gime.” Instead, with the encouragement of his Hungarian 
contacts, Polgar continued to believe that there was still 
time to work out an acceptable political arrangement. 

Polgar's superiors back in Washington did not share 
his optimism. By April 19 CIA Director Colby had already 
concluded that “Saigon faces total defeat—and soon,” and 
most White House officials had become preoccupied with 
the task of evacuation. In response to the negative Con- 
gressional verdict on the aid question, the administration 
had taken a number of steps in recent days to prepare for 
an accelerated withdrawal. In addition to expanding the 
fleet of U.S. evacuation ships stationed off the South Viet- 
namese coast near Vung Tau, the WSAG directed the 
State Department on April 17 to establish an interagency 
task force to coordinate overall plemning for refugees. Un- 
der the direction of L. Dean Brown, a retired foreign serv- 
ice officer, the group concentrated on resolving problems 
involved in the prospective extraction of large numbers of 
Vietnamese nationals, including the determination of pos- 
sible relocation sites. 

Meanwhile, Admiral Gayler left his CINCPAC head- 


| quarters in Honolulu to confer with Ambassador Martin in 


Saigon and inform him that the time had come to “pull the 
plug” on the evacuation effort. Arriving on April 19, Gay- 
ler told the ambassador that Washington wanted the 
American community in Saigon reduced to 1,100 as 


| quickly as possible and all Vietnamese slated for evac- 


uation sent out by freighter to the U.S. ships off Vung Tau. 
But Martin balked, In the first place, he told Gayler, there 
was no need to cut back the U.S. presence so drastically 


| since a final Option IV helolift could accommodate up to 


2,000 Americans. Moreover, to attempt to board thousands 

of Vietnamese on boats anchored at Newport in full view 

of the Saigonese would likely plunge the city into chaos. 
Admiral Gayler suggested an alternative. If the em- 


| bassy were to issue a simple “affidavit ol support,” signed 


by a U.S. citizen and listing the names of those Vietnam- 
ese for whom he agreed to take financial responsibility af- 
ter their departure from the RVN, large numbers of Viet- 
namese nationals could leave as American “dependents.” 
It would not require much in the way of paperwork, Gay- 


| ler reasoned—a piece of paper with the embassy consular 


seal would suffice. And since U.S. immigration authorities 
had just agreed to extend their “parole” to dependents of 
Americans not residing in the RVN, such an arrangement 
would allow long-distance “sponsorship” of Vietnamese 
evacuees. Martin quickly endorsed the idea, and before 
the meeting ended a draft of the affidavit was drawn up. 
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The new scheme removed the last major obstacle hin- 
dering an accelerated withdrawal. From April 20 on, the 
total number of evacuees leaving Tan Son Nhut on out- 
bound C-130s and C-l4ls grew dramatically. Within 
forty-eight hours of the issuance of the first “affidavit of 
support,” in fact, Vietnamese departures rose from an av- 
erage of some 200 per day to more than 3,000. In addition, 
beginning on April 19 a series of ultrasecret “black 
flights” were initiated to ensure that the most “sensitive” 
Vietnamese, such as intelligence operatives, could get out 
without having to deal with GVN emigration authorities. 

President Thieu-was not unaware of the American deci- 
sion to begin the “hard pull,” but he did nothing to ob- 
struct it. Realizing that additional military aid would prob- 
ably not be forthcoming, he had finally begun to accept 
the inevitability of a fuli-scale U.S. pullout or, as he pre- 
ferred to see it, U.S. abandonment. He also reconciled 
himself to the fact that there was no longer any hope that 
his army could hold back the inexorable enemy advance 
toward Saigon. On April 18, shortly after a Communist 
commando squad struck Phu Lam radar installation on 
the western edge of the capital, MR 3 commander Gen- 
eral Toan had called Thieu from his headquarters at Bien 
Hoa to tell him that the war was in effect already lost. The 
last remnants of the ARVN defense force at Xuan Loc 
were about to collapse, the NVA 2d Corps was on the 
verge of seizing Phan Thiet, and on every front govern- 
ment forces were hopelessly outnumbered, Toan said. He 
also confirmed the fall of Phan Rang and the capture of 
General Nghi. Then, in what must have been the cruelest 
blow of all, the ARVN commander informed the president 
that government soldiers had “bulldozed and leveled” 
Thieu's ancestral grave site outside Phan Rang. In a cul- 
ture steeped in reverence for one's forbears, there could 
be no greater gesture of contempt. 

Later that same day a group of leading political moder- 
ates and opposition figures confronted Thieu and told him 
that they would publicly demand his resignation in six 
days if he did not agree to step down. Rather than yield to 
the mounting pressure, however, the president responded 
by ordering the arrest of several high-ranking military of- 
ficers, including General Phu, who he insisted were far 
more responsible than he for the military debacle. Never- 
theless, Thieu must have sensed that the end was drawing 
near, The government he ruled no longer supported him, 
his generals were threatening to depose him, the North 
Vietnamese Army surrounded him, and the Americans 
seemed unwilling to rescue him. By the time U.S. Am- 
bassador Graham Martin mounted the steps of Doc Lap 
Palace on April 20 to call on the South Vietnamese presi- 
dent, Thieu was, in the words of one senior ARVN officer, 
“probably the most hated man in Vietnam.” 








A distraught mother joins other refugees at Bien Hoa. Several 
members of her family are missing in the battle zone. 














Tine Saigon Redomlht, 


“I told President Thieu the actual military order of 
battle and the analysis of the comparative forces 
each side could bring to bear provided a very 
in testimony before the House International Rela- 
tions Committee. “I said it was my conclusion 
that almost all of his generals, although they 
would continue to fight, believed defense was 
hopeless unless a respite could be gained 
through the beginning of the negotiating process. 
And they did not believe such a process could 
begin unless the President left or tock steps to see 
that the process began immediately. I said it was 
my feeling that if he did not move soon, his gen- 
erals would ask him to go.” 

The fateful meeting between Martin and Thieu 
begem shortly after ten o'clock on Sunday mom- 
ing. April 20, and lasted for em hour ond a halt. 
Emphasizing th at ho was spoaking ` ‘only as m 
individual, ‘the President or for the Secro- 
tary of State, or even as the Americen Ambassa- 

















dor,” Martin tried to convey to the South Vietnamese presi- 
dent “as candidly and as accurately and objectively as | 
could, the situation as we perceived it.” At no point, Martin 
stressed, did he recommend or even suggest, “directly or 
indirectly,” that Thieu should resign. Instead he made it 
clear that this was a decision Thieu, and Thieu alone, 
would have to make. He did tell Thieu, however, that most 
Vietnamese held him responsible for the military debacle, 
that they no longer thought him capable of leading the 
country out of its crisis, and that they believed that his de- 
parture would facilitate negotiations with the Communists. 
Personally, Martin said, he thought it would make little dif- 
ference, but Thieu's “colleagues felt it might buy time 
which was now the essential commodity for South Viet- 
nam.” 

Vainly, the South Vietnamese leader asked whether his 
resignation would have a positive effect on the aid vote in 
Congress. Martin replied that while it "might have 
changed some votes some months ago,” it was a “bargain 
whose day had passed.” Besides, the ambassador pointed 
out, even if additional aid were now approved, it could not 
arrive in time to alter the military balance sheet. After lis- 
tening intently to all that Martin had to say, Thieu assured 
the ambassador that he would do what he thought “best 
for the country.” 








“Destiny has come to me” 


Martin was not the only foreign emissary who visited 
Thieu that day. Shortly before Martin's black Cadillac lim- 
ousine pulled up in front of Independence Palace, French 
Ambassador Jean-Marie Merillon met with the South Viet- 
namese leader and impressed upon him the same mes- 
sage: If Thieu did not voluntarily step down soon, the mili- 
tary was prepared to oust him. General Vien, the JGS 
chairman, later maintained that the two diplomats were 
mistaken, “I am certain that on our side there was abso- 
lutely no pressure from any general to force [Thieu] to re- 
sign.” Yet according to some American officials, earlier 
that same day Vien himself joined a cabal against the 
president that included Defense Minister Tran Van Don, 
Prime Minister Nguyen Ba Com, and Economics Minister 
Nguyen Van Hao. Recognizing that Thieu's removal rep- 
resented an unalterable precondition for any fruitful nego- 
tiations with the enemy, the four men agreed to call on the 
president the next day and demand his resignation. If he 
refused, they would tell him he had no choice. 

Whatever the truth of the matter, Thieu pre-empted any 
direct move against him by deciding on his own to resign. 





Preceding page. An ARVN soldier waves an M79 grenade 


| launcher to hold back civilians at a roadblock twenty-five 
| kilometers east of Saigon on April 27. Fearful that refugees 


swarming into the city might trigger mass panic, the GVN 
sealed off all major roads into the capital on April 3. 
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The first to learn of his decision were former Prime Min- 
ister Khiem and Vice President Tram Von Huong, whom 
the president summoned to his office just before noon on 
April 21, Recounting his conversations with Merilfon and 
Martin the previous morning, Thieu emphasized that nei- 
ther ambassador had advised or urged him to leave. It 
was rather the “hopelessness” of the military situation that 
had convinced him he could no longer serve a useful pur- 
pose. In relinquishing his power, however, he added one 
stipulation. In order to preserve the principle of con- 
stitutional legitimacy, Vice President Huong would be des- 
ignated as his successor. 

That evening Thieu announced his decision in a ninety- 
minute address to the National Assembly and a national 
television audience. Often rambling and at times choked 
with tears, the president of the Republic of Vietnam de- 
voted most of his speech to an acerbic attack on “our 
great ally” and “leader of the free world,” the United 
States. He described how he had resisted signing the 
Paris agreement and relented only after receiving assur- 
ances of continued military aid as well as President 
Nixon's “solemn pledge” that the U.S. “would actively and 
strongly intervene ... if North Vietnam renewed its ag- 
gression,” But the Americans, Thieu charged, had failed to 
honor Nixon's commitments, and in the process they had 
dishonored themselves. “The United States has not re- 
spected its promises,” he declared. “It is inhumane. It is 
not trustworthy. It is irresponsible.” Likening the recent 
Congressional aid debate to “bargaining at the fish mar- 
ket,” he added bitterly, “I could not afford to let other 
people bargain over the bodies of our soldiers.” 

Only after he finished his tirade did Thieu unveil his de- 
cision to turn over the government to Vice President 
Huong. “I depart today,” he announced. “I ask my coun- 
trymen, the armed forces, and religious groups to forgive 
me my past mistakes | made while in power. The country 
and I will be grateful to you. I am very undeserving. I am 
resigning, but f am not deserting.” 

Immediately following the speech Tran Van Huong was 
formally installed as Thieu’s successor. Seventy-one years 
old, enteebled by asthma and arthritis, and nearly blind, 
the new president of the GVN inspired even less con- 
fidence as a leader than he had during his brief reign as 
prime minister in the mid-1960s. It was nonetheless widely 
hoped that Huong would quickly agree to transfer power 
to someone more capable of dealing with the Communists. 
“He is a very old and very tired man,” one Western diplo- 
mat observed. “Much will depend on how well he recog- 
nizes that.” 

Initially, however, Huong showed little inclination to 
yield his newly gained power or to bargain with the 
enemy. “Thieu has fled destiny,” he told French Ambassa- 
dor Merillon. “Destiny has come to me.” In his brief inau- 
guration speech he made no mention of peace talks but 
instead exhorted his already defeated army to stand firm 
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until "all the troops are dead or the country is lost.” To 
back up his bold words, Huong authorized the use of doz- 
ens of 15,000-pound “Daisy Cutter” bombs and the even 
more lethal CBU-55 "fuel bomb” against Communist troop 
concentrations near Xuan Loc, weapons that the Ameri- 
cans had offered earlier in the month in place of the ab- 
sent B-52s. The most powerful non-nuclear killing device 
in the American arsenal at the time, the CBU (cluster 
bomb unit) was dropped over the headquarters of the 
341st NVA Division on the afternoon of April 22, one day 
after the final ARVN defenders at Xuan Loc were overrun. 
As the bomb descended and broke into its component 
“clusters,” a blanket of kerosenelike fuel fifty feet wide 
and nine feet thick hovered briefly over the ground. Then 
the cloud exploded, unleashing a downward pressure of 
300 pounds per square inch and creating a temporary 
vacuum that sucked the oxygen out of the lungs of anyone 
unfortunate enough to lall within its range. Over 250 North 
Vietnamese troops were killed by the blast. 

The North Vietnamese immediately protested the use of 
what they called “illegal biological” weapons, and they 


drew strong support from their Chinese allies who ac- 
cused the Americans of perpetrating “mass murder.” 
General Dung responded by intensifying the shelling of 
Bien Hoa Air Base, this time shutting down the runways 
completely and forcing the South Vietnamese to shift their 
few remaining F-5A fighter-bombers to Tan Son Nhut and 
their A-37s to the airfield at Can Tho. PRG spokesmen 
meanwhile declared that they had no interest in entering 
into negotiations with Huong or any other member of the 
“Thieu clique.” Ridiculing the change in GVN leadership 
as a “puppet dance,” Liberation Radio denounced the 
new governmentas the "Thieu regime without Thieu, with 
a cabinet of Thieu's henchmen.” 

The Communists also hardened their line toward the 
Americans. “Unless Ford and Kissinger give up their neo- 
colonialist policy,” the official North Vietnamese news 
agency declared, “they will meet with bitter defeat.” “The 
only way out,” Hanoi warned, was for the United States to 
“end its interference, including military aid," and to with- 
draw all American advisors within “two or three days or 
even twenty-four hours.” 




















3d Corps 
320th Division 
316th Division 

| 70th Division Ist Corps. 
968th Division 3208 Division 
68th Artillery Regiment 312th Division 


Ben Cat 
5th Division 


CAMBODIA 
9th Ranger 


Brigade 
7e 
Lar Threw} 












7th Ranger Srigade 
8th Ranger 8rigade 





232d Tactıcal Forces. 
5th Division —r 
36 Division 
Gth Division Re, Benzue 
16th Division 
2718 Regiment 2 


22d Division 


Tan Aa 





271st Regiment 
Y 24th Regiment 
* 88th Regiment 


8th Division 
o Cong) 


Forces from Zone 8 n> Mr _ ___,% 


EAN Division 





S III _/ 
Ser, 

= À -o D 

N \ PL G 








140 


38th Division 


I 
K / 18th Division 


4th Corps: ob 
2d Marine Brigade 314th Division 4 
/3d Cavalry Brigade 6th Division s 
7th Division 




















951 st Ranger Group 
4th Aırborae Bngad 





Forces from Zone 7 





Trang 8om 





Xuan Loc 


2d Corps 
304th Division” NS; ee 
3248 Division 
325th Division 


¡e Thanh 3d "Gold Star" Division 


Regional Forces 
Popular Forces 


Ist Airborne 
Brigade 
8a kia 2 


Si 
Ca 


Vung Tau / 





Ho Chi Minh Campaign 
April 26-30, 1975 
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pp 
2.20% ARVN defense perimeter 
General Dung, commander of the Ho Chi Minh 
Campaign, called for the simultaneous assault 
on Saigon’s defenses by eighteen Main Force 
NVA divisions Striking from all directions, from 
April 26 to 30, Dung met with success on all 
fronts, sealing the fate of the GVN. 











Ambassador Martin 





By Graham Anderson Martin's own 
ıdmission he had always been “contro- 
rersial.” As U.S. ambassador to Thailand 
rom 1963 to 1967 he had waged a fierce 
atile with the American military to keep 
J.S. ground troops out of the country. As 
ambassador to Rome from 1968 to 1972 
1e built a reputation as an imperious mis- 
ion leader who demanded total loyalty 
rom subordinates. And from the moment 
Martirı arrived in Saigon in June 1973 as 
ambassador to South Vietnam—a post he 
1iccepted with great reluctance—the am- 
yassador made it clear that he, and he 
Jone, was running the show. 

Outspoken, at times abrasive, and 
sver-conscious of protocol and power, 
Martin liked to refer to himself as “the 
epresentative of the President of the 
Jnited States of America.” He insisted on 
eading all cable traffic between the mis- 
sion and the White House—a task that 
sept him at his desk long into the night 
md afforded him few opportunities to 
eave the embassy. This practice led one 
secretary in the embassy to compare 
Martin hall jokingly to God: “I know he 
sxists, but I haven't seen him.” General 
ohn E. Murray, head of the DAO, de- 
scribed the workaholic ambassador as “a 
nan of infinite menial energy.” 

Raised by a Baptist minister in a small 
own in North Carolina, Martin learned at 
m early age the value of hard work. Af- 
er graduating from Wake Forest College 
n 1932, he worked briefly as a Washing- 
on correspondent for several southern 
newspapers before joining FDR's Na- 
ional Recovery Administration. In 1947 
ae entered the Foreign Service as Averell 
Harriman’s protégé and was appoinied 
administrative counselor to the U.S. Em- 
passy in Paris. There, he was impressed 
py the effectiveness of Vietminh propa- 
ganda, which he felt turned French popu- 
lar opinion against the Indochinese war. 
Eventually he reached the rank of career 
minister and was subsequently assigned 
to Bangkok as U.S. ambassador to Thai- 
land. By 1973, when Martin was sworn in 
as ambassador to South Vietnam, he was 
1 well-established Indochina hand. 


Tall, poised, and soft-spoken, Martin 
gave the impression of a gracious south- 
ern gentleman, but he was a man of over- 
whelming self-confidence who seldom, if 
ever, doubted the wisdom or accuracy of 
his own views. As Martin once reminded 
a U.S. senator, “The one asset I have 
prized most highly is a reputation for 
complete and iotal integrity. . . . This fact 
is too widely known to be open to serious 
question.” 

Although Martin unquestionably 
adopted a hard line, he was far from a 
typical Indochina hawk. As ambassador 
to Thailand he strongly urged that no U.S. 
combat troops be introduced into the 
country because, as he put it, “you may 
have some American boys over there in 
Vietnam who can tell the difference be- 
tween a good (anticommunist) Vietnam- 
ese and a bad one, but I doubt it. In any 
case, I can guarantee that there aren't 
any kids who can tell the difference be- 
tween a good Thai and a bad one.” Even 
during Vietnam's final days, when the 
Ford administration wanted to send in the 
U.S. Marines to secure the American 
evacuation, Martin vehemently lobbied 
against such a move. 

His hawkish reputation largely de- 
rived from his crusade against the press 
corps and liberals. Martin branded Sen- 
ator McGovern and the peace movement 
pawns of a great conspiracy to subvert 
American opinion. And in one of his many 
outbursis against newsmen he castigated 
the editors of the New York Times charg- 
ing that their “emotional involvement in a 
North Vietnamese victory was trans- 
parent.” 

At no point in his career, however, did 
Martin generate more controversy than 
during South Vietnam's final weeks. The 
main charge leveled against him was 
that he was out of touch with the situation, 
that he had misread Hanoi's intentions, 
overestimated Saigon's chances for survi- 
val, and therefore needlessly, perhaps 
dangerously, delayed the American with- 
drawal. The ambassador's detractors 
pointed io such evidence as his statement 
on April 3 that “there is no danger to Sai- 
gon,” as well as his claim on April 9 that 
South Vietnam could survive as a trun- 
cated nation. As journalist H. D. S, Green- 
way recalled, “Some of us thought that 
Martin might just find a way to stay and 


die in Saigon like Gordon at Khartoum.” 
Others, like Lieutenant Colonel Harry 
G. Summers of the DAO, were more sym- 


pathetic to Martin's situation. He believed | 


Martin was given two virtually contra- 
dictory tasks: to preserve order in Saigon 
and at the same time accelerate the evac- 
uation of the American community. Presi- 
dent Ford and Secretary of State Kissin- 
ger also acknowledged the difficulties of 
their ambassador's position and publicly 
praised his performance. 

Despite this public support, Martin 
sensed that he was being set up as a fall 
guy. In an April 19, 1975, cable to Henry 
Kissinger, Martin wrote that the intelli- 
gence community, the Defense Depart- 
ment, and the State Department had all 
taken steps to ensure that if something 
went wrong they would not be blamed. 


“The only one whose ass isn't covered is | 


me,” Martin wrote. Kissinger replied, “My 
ass isn't covered. I can assure you it will 
be hanging several yards higher than 
you when this is all over.” 

Martin had his own explanation for his 
conduct during the last weeks of April 
1975: He was determined “to play it cool” 
and avoid any action that might trigger a 
repetition of the horror of Da Nang. To 
keep a lid on things, Martin argued, re- 
quired sustaining the “legitimacy” of the 
GVN while effecting a “gradual draw- 
down" of Americans. The appearance of 
business as usual, Martin maintained, 
was intentional-a manifestation of the 
“sense of theater” which he claimed was 
an essential part of any good diplomat's 
“baggage.” 

The question was whether Martin's 
“sense of theater” ultimately deceived 
himself as much as his audience. As late 
as April 27, 1975, Martin cabled to Kissin- 
ger, “It is the unanimous opinion of the 
senior personnel here that there wil] be 
no direct or serious attack on Saigon.” 

In the end history would determine 
whether Martin was to be vilified or ven- 
erated for his performance in Vietnam. In 
June 1976 he told a Congressional com- 
mittee, “I believe future dispassionate his- 
torians will record that we did what we 
set cut to do in April, 1975... . 1f I could 
relive that month I would change almost 
nothing in the way the Saigon Mission re- 
acied to the realities of the unfolding situ- 
ation.” 
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Neither Huong's futile bellicosity nor the Communists’ 
growing intransigence, however, deterred those who still 
thought that a negotiated settlement was possible. The 
day alter Thieu resigned, CIA station Chief Polgar again 
met with Colonel Toth, the head of the Hungarian ICCS 
team, to find out whether the fulfillment of the PRG's prin- 
cipal demand—Thieu's ouster—had in fact softened their 
stance. The Hungarian was cryptic. “If you play gin 
rummy,” he said, “you know that when you put down a 
card your opponent picks it up to determine whether to 
keep or discard it. We have picked up your card.” At the 
same time, French officials began promoting the “Big 
Minh solution” more actively than ever. By the morning of 
April 22, according to CIA analyst Frank Snepp, French 
intelligence Chief Brochand was “spending every waking 
minute with ["Big”] Minh, coaching and encouraging him, 
and warding off all potential challengers.” 

The effort to push Minh to the fore quickly ran into prob- 
lems. To begin with, Minh insisted that he could "strike a 
bargain” with the Communists only if he were first in- 
vested with full presidential powers. President Huong, 
however, would agree only to offer Minh the post of prime 
minister on the grounds that he was not empowered to 
relinquish his own authority to someone else. “The power 
which I possess has been granted to me by the con- 
stitution,” he told the National Assembly. “This power is 
not like a handkerchief or a banknote that I can take out of 
my pocket, hand over to the general and tell him: Here 
you are. I cannot do that.” Nor was he convinced that the 
Communists were any more willing to deal with Minh. “I 
shall believe it," Huong said, “only after I have proof.” 

Instead Huong launched a peace initiative of his own, 
calling for an immediate cease-fire and the establishment 
of a National Council of Reconciliation, announcing the 


| dismissal of Prime Minister Can's nine-day-old “govern- 





ment of national union,” and proposing to send the out- 
going information minister, Brigadier General Phan Hoa 
Hiep, as a special emissary to Hanoi. The Communists re- 
acted contemptuously to all three gestures, particularly 
the offer ol a cease-fire. It “fools no one,” a spokesman for 


| the PRG delegation in Saigon asserted, “and will hardly 


help the Americans out of their defeat.” 

Yet just as the quest for a political solution began to 
look utterly hopeless, an apparent breakthrough occurred. 
On April 23 the White House received Brezhnev's reply to 


| President Ford's note of April 18. The Soviet leader report- 


edly made several points: that the Vietnamese side” had 


| assured Moscow that it had no intention of interfering with 


the American evacuation, that they did not want to humili- 
ate the United States, and that they were willing “to pro- 
ceed [rom the Paris accords” with respect to political is- 
sues. In return, it was expected that the U.S. would take 
“no action,” presumably meaning military action, that 
might exacerbate the situation. 

Despite the ambiguity of the message, Secretary Kissin- 
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ger interpreted it to mean that the withdrawal of the 
Americans and “select” Vietnamese could continue with- 
out fear of Communist attack, that Hanoi might agree to a 
residual American presence in Saigon after the evac- 
uation, and that the PRG was willing to negotiate a coali- 
tion arrangement as envisioned in the Paris agreement. 
Moreover, since Kissinger had originally proposed to the 
Soviets that two weeks be allowed for the U.S. pullout, he 
now assumed that that timetable had proved acceptable 
to Hanoi even though Brezhnev made no specific mention 
of it. The secretary of state immediately cabled the text of 
the Soviet reply as well as his interpretation of it to Am- 
bassador Martin in Saigon. 

To General Dung, the various “shrewd diplomatic ma- 
neuvers” of those who sought "to halt our advancing 
troops and save themselves from defeat” were mean- 
ingless. By April 22 the North Vietnamese commander and 
his staff had already put the finishing touches on their 
plan for the "Ho Chi Minh Campaign,” and “the resolution 
for attack” had been approved and signed. A variation on 
the “blossoming lotus” tactic employed at Ban Me Thuot, 
the blueprint for the assault on Saigon called for lightning 
thrusts by mechanized units against five principal targets 
inside the capital: Independence Palace, the Joint General 
Staff headquarters, the Special Capital Zone headquar- 
ters, the General Police Directorate, and Tan Son Nhut 
airfield. Once these vital “nerve centers” of the GVN were 
“smashed,” Dung reasoned, “the Saigon army and ad- 
ministration would be like a snake without a head. What 
remained ol their system of defense and repression would 
fall apart, the masses would rise up ... and Saigon would 
be quickly liberated.” Countless lives would be spared, 
the general added, and material destruction would be 
kept to a minimum. 

Dung also realized that to pull off his plan he could not 
rely on the same methods of diversion and evasion that 
had proved so successful in the highlands campaign. At 
Ban Me Thuot most ARVN Main Force units had been 
lured away from the central target in advance of the at- 
tack, leaving only two battalions of regular troops and a 
collection of Regional Forces to defend the city's perime- 
ter. Saigon, by contrast, was protected by five infantry di- 
visions deployed in a ring thirty to fifty kilometers from the 
center of the city. If the NVA were to attempt to slip around 
the capital's defenses, the South Vietnamese were almost 
certain to pull back to Saigon and dig in for a prolonged 
last stand. Yet if they committed themselves to destroying 
ARVN's outlying forces before turning toward the capital, 
the cost in lives, destruction, and above all time would be 
unacceptably high. 

To resolve the problem and maximize the chances for a 
quick, “decisive” victory, Dung decided to take the risk of 
dividing his forces. Rather than attempt to overrun the 
government units on the outskirts, he would use only those 
forces necessary to encircle them, isolate them, and pre- 


vent them from retreating to Saigon. The bulk of his forces 
would meanwhile move in rapidly to secure the major 
roads, bridges, and other key positions leading into Sai- 
jon, thus opening the way for the mechanized assault 
units assigned to seize the five chosen objectives inside the 
sity. As they approached their targets, sappers, special 
action teams, and “self-defense units” would serve as 
guides, “neutralize traitors, and mobilize the masses for 
ın uprising.” Even more crucial support would be pro- 
vided by long-range artillery, a battery of SA-2 anti- 
aircraft missiles, and a group of captured A-37 light 
sombers. Whether the North Vietnamese ever intended to 
ise the SA-2s Dung would not say. The purpose of the 
130mm guns and the A-37s, however, was clear: to shut 
down Tan Son Nhut airfield before the final attack. 


After poring over their maps and charts, Dung, Le Duc 
Tho, and Pham Hung ultimately set two tentative 
springboard dates: April 27 for the attacks on the perime- 
ter, April 29 for the final drive. It was further decided that 
Nhon Trach, a marshland southeast of Saigon that had 
been selected as the site for the antiaircraft batteries, 
would have to be occupied by "28 April at the latest,” the 
same day that Dung hoped to launch the first North Viet- 
namese air strike of the war. 

In the days that followed, the eighteen divisions and ap- 
proximately 130,000 troops under Dung’s command moved 
methodically into position for the final attack. East of Sai- 





Corpses at Long Thanh on the road to Saigon lie amid 
wreckage of a bus destroyed by an NVA tank shell, April 27. 











gon, the 4th Army Corps, after seizing Trang Bom, edged 
along Route 1 toward Bien Hoa, while the 2d Army Corps 
moved down Route 2 toward Ba Ria and Vung Tau. To the 
southwest, the 232d Tactical Force and several independ- 
ent regiments closed in on South Vietnamese delensive 
positions along Route 4 and prepared to cut off all access 
to Saigon from the delta. To the northwest, the 3d Army 
Corps began to encircle the 25th ARVN Division, stretched 
out along Routes 1 and 20. Due north of the capital, mean- 
while, the long-awaited reserve divisions of the Ist Army 
Corps moved into assembly areas east of Ben Cat 


The scramble to get out 





As the North Vietnamese Army tightened its grip on the 
capital, as the politicians bickered over who should run 
the government, and the hope for a peaceful settlement 
faded with each passing day, the desperate scramble to 
Americans and South Vietnamese await evacuation from Tan 
Son Nhut airfield in Saigon on April 27. 


escape from Saigon intensified. Aware that the pace of the 
American withdrawal was accelerating, thousands of 
Saigonese converged on the U.S. Embassy and the DAO 
compound in a frantic search for some way out of the 
country. Everywhere Americans were besieged by Viet- 
namese waving letters postmarked from the States, mis- 
sionary school diplomas, and U.S. Army discharges—any 
document that established some slender connection to the 
United States. Outside the American embassy a young 
Viemamese woman clutched a telegram with the words 
“Phuong, I love you. I want to marry you, Tom,” and tried 
to convince a consular official to issue her a visa. Others 
searched for sponsors who would agree to sign an “atfi- 
davit of support” in their behalf. “Fairly pretty high school 
girl, 18, of well-to-do family,” read one classified adver- 
tisement in the Saigon Post, “seeks adoption by or mar- 
riage with foreigner of Americam, French, British, German 
or other nationality who would take her abroad legally to 
enable her to continue her college studies outside Vietnam 
at her own expense. Please telephone 45470." When a 
CBS correspondent trying to reach Hong Kong kept typing 
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over the wire, “Can you get me Hong Kong?” the Vietnam- 
ese operator repeatedly tapped back, “Can you get me 
aut?” 

To accommodate the growing crush oí applicants for 
evacuation, General Smith ordered all processing moved 
from the cramped movie theater at the DAO compound to 
the more spacious annex a hall a mile away. Field kitch- 
ens were set up, the bowling alley converted into a make- 
shift nursery, and the gymnasium established as the new 
processing center. At first U.S. officials tried to screen 
prospective evacuees for proper documentation and then 
assign them to flights according to preset quotas for each 
U.S. agency. But as the crowds grew, at times swelling to 
as many as 10,000 people, the formal procedures quickly 
broke down. “Sometimes I was facing families oi fifty or 
sixty members,” recalled Ken Moorefield, a former aide to 
Ambassador Martin who was assigned to man the screen- 
ing desk, “all of them supposedly the ‘immediate relatives’ 
of an American sponsor.” 


At first 1 tried to restrict each group to ten or fifteen on the theory I 
had to make space for others. But how do you explain to a Viet- 
namese that he is going to have to leave a half dozen of his loved 
ones behind? Many ol them wanted me to make the selection for 
them, since they couldn' face up to it themselves. I tried to do the 
pest I could, with all the compassion | could muster. But God, it 
was impossible! Imagine, hundreds of people sliding before you 
every few minutes, tears running down their faces, beseeching 
you to recognize their particular problems. 

Moorefield bent the rules when he could. When it became 
apparent that South Vietnamese authorities and black 
marketeers were profiting handsomely from the sale of 
phony “dependent status” papers, he began issuing his 
own bogus forms that said simply, “I've lost my paper- 
work, but I'm an American dependent” or “This is my le- 
gally adopted child.” Although South Vietnamese con- 
sular officials initially objected, once assured that they 
and their families would be evacuated they became more 
cooperative. 

Moorefield's personal improvisations received some 
measure of endorsement when the Senate Judiciary Com- 
mittee, at the urging of Secretary Kissinger, unanimously 
approved a proposal on April 22 to waive entry restric- 
tions for 130,000 “aliens from Indochina,” including 50,000 
"high risk” Vietnamese. Although the new ruling did not 
officially go into effect for three more days, it had an im- 
mediate impact on the Saigon evacuation. In addition to 
easing concern about where the Vietnamese departees 
might ultimately be placed, the “high risk" provision in ef- 
fect eliminated the need to pair each evacuee with an 
American sponsor. Anyone without an “affidavit of sup- 
port” or other proof of dependent status could now simply 
be declared “high risk” and sent off under the 50,000-per- 
sen quota. “Using the John Marshall broad construction 
approach,” Ambassador Martin later told Congress, “we 
stretched the authority to cover the problem.” 


What the Americans could not stretch any further, how- 
ever, was the capacity of the airlift itself. By April 22 evac- 
uation planes were flying in and out of Tan Son Nhut 
round-the-clock, huge C-141s by day and smaller C-130s 
at night. Every hali-hour on the average another plane 
would arrive, board up to 200 passengers, and then take 
off for the Philippines or Andersen Air Force Base on the 
island of Guam. U.S. officials also continued to organize 
one or more “black flights” each day to ensure that espe- 
cially “sensitive” Vietnamese, many of them intelligence 
operatives who had worked for the Americans, could get 
out without the knowledge of the GVN. To prevent South 
Vietnamese police and security personnel from obstruct- 
ing the secret exodus, the embassy and the DAO were ul- 
timately forced to pay out substantial bribes. 

As a result of the expanded American evacuation effort, 
the numbers of departing Vietnamese rose steadily 
throughout the last week of April—2,781 on the twenty-sec- 
ond; 3,824 on the twenty-third; 5,574 on the twenty-fourth. 
The American “drawdown” also proceeded apace until, 
by April 24, virtually all “non-essential” government per- 
sonnel had been evacuated. That same day the West Ger- 
man, Dutch, Canadian, Thai, Japanese, and Australian 
embassies al] shut down, leaving only the French, the Bel- 
gions, and the Americans with official diplomatic missions 
in Saigon. 

In Washingion, the stepped-up pace of the American 
withdrawal still did not satisfy many members of Con- 
gress. Convinced that any further postponement of a total 
U.S. pullout was pointless, the sizable antiwar bloc in the 
House and Senate insisted that the Ford adminisiration 
immediately reduce the American presence in South Viet- 
nam to a bare minimum. As Senator Dick Clark of Iowa 
put it: “We don’t want any more Americans in Saigon 
than can be removed in one swoop of a helicopter.” Nor 
did Congress show much sympathy for the administra- 
tion's argument that the United States had an obligation to 
rescue as many “endangered” Vietnamese as possible. 
“They can do what they did in Cambodia," said one Sen- 
ate Democrat, “bring out as many as they can at the same 
time that they bring out Americans. But we're not going to 
let them go beyond that.” In response to Ford's request for 
authority to use U.S. troops if necessary to assist in the 
evacuation of Viemamese nationals, several prominent 
liberals voiced fears that any such legislation might pro- 
vide a pretext for renewed military intervention. “We 
could bomb Cambodia and Laos and North Vietnam if the 
president determined that it was necessary to evacuate all 
foreign nationals,” Representative Elizabeth Holtzman (D- 
NY) warned. Fellow New Yorker Bella Abzug was even 
more alarmist: “This legislation is just an excuse to enable 
the United States to remain in Vietnam and to use military 
force if necessary to maintain control. ... It borders on a 
new Gulf of Tonkin resolution.” 

In an effort to allay Congressional suspicions about his 
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Struggle to Get Ont 





On April 22 the American evacuation ef- 
fort went into high gear; around the clock, 
C-130 and C-141 transports touched 
down at Tan Son Nhut airport, loaded the 
passengers, and took off. Thousands of 
Vietnamese desperate to secure a flight 
out of South Vietnam to Guam or the Phil- 
ippines lined up in front of the US. Em- 
bassy and DAO complex. But even with 
the accelerated airlift and the loosening 
of immigration restrictions, too many Viet- 
namese wanted to leave on too few 
flights. According to one U.S. intelligence 
report, a Vietnamese without an Ameri- 
can sponsor faced a “fifty to one” chance 
of getting out. 


Above. Vietnamese anxiously wait in line 
in front of the U.S. Embassy hoping to guar- 
antee a seat on an evacuation flight. Right. 
At Tan Son Nhut airport on April 22, South 
Vietnamese children are led off buses onto 
a C-130 transport. 
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Two days later, following a stormy fourteen-hour de- 
bate, House and Senate conferees finally agreed to au- 
thorize the use of U.S. military forces in the evacuation but 
only within narrowly prescribed limits. American troops 
could be employed “only in numbers, areas and for the 
length of time” required to complete the withdrawal of 
U.S. citizens and their dependents, the congressmen stipu- 
lated. No provision was made for the evacuation of Viet- 
namese nationals. Yet when some House members ob- 
jected that even these restrictions were not stringent 
enough, the final vote on the measure was postponed until 
April 29 or 30 


“Nothing historic” 
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Half a world away, American officials in Saigon seemed 
less concerned about the outcome of the legislative debate 
over the limits of presidential authority than by the possi- 
bility that a full-scale U.S. pullout might yet prove unnec- 
essary. On the morning of April 25, a fresh series of sig- 
nals once again lanned hopes that the Communists might 
be ept a “controlled solution.” First came an- 
other approach to Polgar by the Hungarian ICCS repre- 
sentative, Colonel Toth, who told the CIA station chief that 
the PRG delegation wanted to meet with him on Sunday, 
the twenty-seventh, to discuss “political problems.” The 
Hungarian also made it clear, however, that fruitful talks 
now required a “clear break” with the South Vietnamese 
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South Vietn« sel supply water to refugees at 
a camp near Vung Tau. The re es have been detained at 
the camp to keep them out of Saigon 














constitution, presumably meaning that Huong would have 
to be deposed and replaced by Minh, as well as a pledge 
trom the U.S. that it would not intervene militarily. 

Several hours later a more direct, and hence more 
credible, indication of Hanoi's intentions was commu- 
nicated to Lieutenant Colonel Harry Summers of the Joint 
Military Team delegation. After flying into Hanoi on what 
proved to be the last of the JMT's weekly liaison flights, 
Summers was taken aside by his North Vietnamese escort, 
Major Huyen, who “went to great pains to make the point 
that there was no reason friendly relations could not be 
quickly established between the US and the DRV.” "Why 
are all you Americans leaving?” Huyen asked in an ex- 
cited voice. “You know that we have told you that we 
mean you no harm.” Rather, the major asserted, it was 
only the DAO staff of “military advisers” that “must go.” 
The American delegation to the Joint Military Team should 
stay on to accomplish its humanitarian tasks, while the 
embassy would be allowed to work out its future with the 
new government. When Summers suggested that future 
relations between the two countries largely depended 
upon how the war ended, Huyen assured him that there 
would be no "blood-bath.” “I tell you honestly,” he said, 
“there will be no reprisals-we need these people to 
rebuild Vietnam.” 

On the return flight to Saigon several other North Viet- 
namese officers reiterated the same message, thus in- 
dicating that Huyen was not just offering his personal 
views but conveying an official line. Although the subject 
of a negotiated settlement was never directly broached, 
Summers inferred from the conversation that Hanoi pre- 
ferred a political solution to the conflict. After reading the 
colonel's report, Ambassador Martin and other senior em- 
bassy officials agreed. Even more heartening in the am- 
bassador's view were Huyen's remarks about the Joint 
Military Team and the U.S. Embassy, which seemed to 
confirm Kissinger’s assumption that the North Vietnamese 
were willing to permit a gradual American withdrawal as 
well as a residual U.S. presence in Saigon. 

Whether Major Huyen and his comrades were deliber- 
ately deceiving the Americans or, as Colonel Summers 
later speculated, whether they may have been presenting 
the view of only one faction of the DRV leadership, re- 
mains unknown. Postwar Communist accounts contain 
only a few scattered references to the diplomatic by-play 
and political maneuvering that went on during the war's 
final days. Most are derisive. The rest are at best am- 
biguous. For example, in Great Spring Victory, General 
Dung's memoir of the 1975 offensive, the North Vietnamese 
commander noted that Group A75 decided to split up just 
prior to launching the attack on Saigon, with Dung going 
to a new forward headquarters at Ben Cat while Le Duc 
Tho and Pham Hung remained behind to coordinate "dip- 
lomatic, political, and military activities.” Dung offered no 
clue, however, as to whether those diplomatic and politi- 
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cal activities might potentially have included a last-minute 
settlement. He also observed at one point that the Ameri- 
cans played the “Duong Van Minh card ... far too late,” 
thereby implying that Hanoi might have been willing to 
accept the “Minh solution” at an earlier date. But again, 
he gave no indication when that date had passed. 

What is clear, however, is that by April 25 any chance 
for a peaceful solution had become exceedingly remote. 
Despite increasingly insistent calls for Huong's resignation 
by leading South Vietnamese political figures, the aged 
new president of the GVN still refused to surrender his 
power to Minh or anyone else. General Dung, meanwhile, 
was locking the final details in place for the “Ho Chi Minh 
Campaign,” now scheduled to begin at precisely 1700 
hours the following day with a series of major attacks on 
the eastern front. And the Americans, though still hopeful 
that a deal with the Communists might be worked out by 
the GVN, were proceeding with their preparations for a 
“worst case” Option IV evacuation. That day a platoon of 
marines was brought in from the offshore fleet to bolster 
security at the DAO compound and a new emergency 
warning system devised to alert all Americans if and 
when a final helolift was mounted. On E-Day (Evacuation 
Day), the DAO radio station would transmit the code 
phrase “the temperature is 105 degrees and rising,” fol- 
lowed by Bing Crosby's “White Christmas.” 

Shortly after 9:30 p.m. that evening, a small caravan of 
cars attached to the U.S. Embassy slowly approached the 
front gate at Tan Son Nhut airfield. In the back of one of 
the cars, a big Chevrolet driven by the CIA's Frank 
Snepp, sat embassy military liaison General Charles 
Timmes, a minor Vietnamese official, and, sandwiched 
between them, the former president of the Republic of 
Vietnam, Nguyen Van Thieu. As the car reached the mili- 
tary checkpoint at the main gate, Timmes turned to Thieu 
and warned him to stay down. But it was unnecessary. 
Once the guards identified the diplomatic license plates 
they simply waved the convoy through. Moments later 
Snepp wheeled the car onto the tarmac, extinguished the 
headlights, and then braked to a halt near the Air Amer- 
ica terminal. Dimly visible a short distance away was an 
American C-118 transport plane, guarded by several 
plainclothes marines. Next to them, at the foot of the 
boarding ramp, stood Ambassador Martin. Snepp re- 
called that Thieu, fighting back tears, briefly thanked him, 
slid out of the car, and scurried up the ramp accompanied 
by his aides and by former Prime Minister Khiem. Martin 
followed. A short time later the ambassador descended 
the steps and the plane took off for Taiwan. Later asked 
what he had said to Thieu in their final meeting aboard 
the plane, the ambassador replied, “l just told him 
goodbye. Nothing historic. Just goodbye.” 





Refugees from the Mekong Delta, with their personal belong- 
ings, head by truck for Saigon—the last GVN enclave. 
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Ihe End 


On Saturday morning, April 26, 125 members of 
the South Vietnamese National Assembly sat in 
hushed omticipation as President Tran Ven 
Huong rose to speak. Many of the legislators 
hoped, some ovon assumed, that Huong had 
called them together to announce his resignation. 
At first it seemed that he would not disappoint 
them. Conceding that “we are lost” and “have no 
choice but to negotiate,” the aged president de- 
clared himself ready to yield power to General 
Duong Von Minh. There was, however, one con- 
dition. He would relinquish the presidency, he 
stipulated, only if the legislature formally directed 
him to do so; he would not give up power unless 
the assembly first voted to take it away. “If you 
cemnot decide to replace me with General Minh,” 
he wamed, "end if we cannot successfully and 
happily negotiate, then Saigon must be turned 
into a mountain of bones emd a river of blood.” 
For the one thing he would not do, Huong af- 
firmed, was capitulate. “The term ‘negotiation’ 
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does not mean surrender,’ he pointed out, logically if un- 
realistically. "IE negotiation meant surrender, why would 
we have to negotiate? ... If God no longer wants Vietnam 
to exist, we shall die with our country, but we cannot sur- 
render.” 

After Huong finished his speech, a heated debate 
erupted on the floor of the assembly over whether, and in 
what way, the government ought to be altered to meet 
Communist demands. Some of the legislators, primarily 
those formerly allied to President Thieu, opposed Minh's 
elevation lor fear of reprisals at his hands. Others, on the 
right, proposed that Air Vice Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky be 
chosen as Huong's successor to carry on the fight against 
the enemy. Still others argued in favor of a “clear break” 
with the constitution since this was what the “other side” 
had most recently specified. 

In the meantime, as if to underscore the meaningless- 
ness, the almost hallucinatory nature, of this eleventh-hour 
dispute, the Communists made it unmistakably clear that 
the only “settlement” they would now accept was total 
capitulation. Dropping any pretense that they might enter 
into negotiations, and further abandoning the oft-repeated 
claim that they were fighting to uphold the terms of the 
Paris agreement, the Provisional Revolutionary Govern- 
ment demanded the dismentlement of the entire structure 
of the GVN, including the army and police, as agencies of 
American “neo-colonialism.” Furthermore, in a statement 
apparently directed at General Minh and his “neutralist” 
supporters, they called upon the “Third Force” to “see 
through ... the pernicious scheme of the US and its 
henchmen” and help “reduce to a minimum the sacrifices 
and losses of our people” by joining in the “general up- 
rising.” 

If there were any lingering doubts about the intent of that 
message, they were soon erased. At precisely 5:00 P.M., 
right on schedule, the seven divisions of the 2d and 4th 
North Vietnamese Army Corps launched the “Ho Chi 
Minh Campaign” with a series of major attacks along Sai- 
gon's eastern defense line. Operating on what General 
Dung called the “Xuan Loc-Bien Hoa front,” the 6th, 7th, 
and 341st NVA Divisions advanced toward Bien Hoa Air 
Base and the former U.S. base at Long Binh behind a tor- 
rent of artillery fire. Farther to the south, the 304th and 
325th NVA Divisions attacked ARVN defensive positions at 
Long Thanh and attempted to cut Route 15, the sole re- 
maining overland link between Saigon and Vung Tau, 
while the 3d “Gold Star” Division assaulted Ba Ria at the 
base of the Vung Tau Peninsula. 

Neither the Communists’ words nor their actions, how- 
ever, seemed to have any effect on the Saigon politicians. 
Throughout the day and well on into the evening, the 





Preceding page. On April 29, the day before Saigon fell, 
evacuees board an Air America helicopter at one of several 
downtown Saigon evacuation points. 
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members of the National Assembly remained at logger- 
heads, unable to reach agreement on Huong's successor. 
To break the deadlock, alter ten hours of debate they fi- 
nally decided to hand the choice back to the president. By 
a 123-2 vote, the legislators resolved to support Huong "in 
the mission of seeking ways and means to restore peace to 
South Vietnam on the basis of the Paris agreement.” A 
corollary proviso authorized Huong, if it became neces- 
sary, to select a replacement “to carry out the above mis- 
sion” with the assembly's approval. Then, after a moment 
of silent prayer for peace, the assembly adjourned. 


April 27 


Hours later, early on the morning of April 27, the first at- 
tack on the capital in more than five years shattered the 
predawn stillness. Four heavy Communist rockets 
slammed into downtown Saigon and the populous district 
of Cholon. The blasts killed 10 people, wounded more than 
200, and ignited a raging fire that left some 5,000 people 
homeless. All around the city heavy fighting erupted as 
North Vietnamese forces rushed forward on five fronts to- 
ward their appointed objectives. 

At his command post in an abandoned government 
Ranger camp near Ben Cat, General Dung closely mon- 
itored the movement of his troops, watching for any signs 
of unanticipated ARVN resistance. Although the South 
Vietnamese fought “stubbornly,” the general later re- 
ported, his NVA forces “attacked like a hurricane” and 
made rapid progress. Southwest of the capital, just as 
Dung had planned, the 232d Tactical Force permanently 
severed Route 4 nineteen kilometers from the city’s edge 
and engaged elements of ARVN's 7th, 9th, and 22d Divi- 
sions. To the north and northwest, the 3d Army Corps 
blocked Route 1 at several points between Saigon and 
Tay Ninh and surrounded the 25th ARVN Division at Cu 
Chi. To the east the 4th Army Corps closed in on Bien Hoa, 
while the two divisions assigned to take Long Thanh over- 
ram government defenders following one of the fiercest 
tank battles of the war. And to the southeast, the 3d NVA 
Division drove the rebuilt 3d ARVN Division and remnants 
of the lst Airborne Brigade out of Ba Ria and tightened 
the ring around Vung Tau. 

As soon as the news of the latest Communist advances 
reached Washington, President Ford convened an emer- 
gency meeting of the Washingion Special Action Group to 
reconsider the available options. With the Saigon-Vung 
Tau highway now sealed off, the administration quickly 
ruled out the possibility of mounting a large-scale sea lift 
(the expanded version of Option III, also known as Option 
V) from the beaches at Vung Tau. Also discarded were 
contingency plans to move out as many as 30,000 Saigon- 
ese on U.S. cargo ships docked at Newport Harbor. The 
ships, it was decided, would have to set sail at once—with- 
out passengers—before the entire Saigon River corridor 











fell prey to North Vietnamese artillery, which would effec- 
tively block any passage to sea. 

Having in effect abandoned any hope of evacuating 
large numbers of Vietnamese from Saigon, the White 
House planners contacted Admiral Gayler at his Honolulu 
headquarters and instructed him to prepare for a total 
U.S. pullout, perhaps Option IV. But Ambassador Martin 
objected. There was no need to resort to “extraordinary 
measures,” he informed Secretary Kissinger, since no 
more than 1,000 Americans remained in Saigon and he 
“could get a maximum number of Vietnamese and Ameri- 
cans out by the thirtieth” by means of the ongoing airlift. 
Yielding to their “man on the scene,” the members of the 
WSAG agreed to delay. That day 7,578 more people left 
Tan Son Nhut on outbound planes, the largest single daily 
exodus since the airlift began. Only 219 of the evacuees, 
however, were Americans. 

Retreating ARVN soldiers were already appearing on 
the city’s streets when President Huong, on the afternoon 
of the twenty-seventh, finally stopped vacillating. After 
conferring one last time with his chief advisers, he asked 
Senate President Tran Van Lam to notify the members of 
the National Assembly that he would resign as soon as 
they could gather together. Stressing that “action must be 
taken as soon as possible,” he further recommended that 
the legislators name Duong Van Minh as his successor 


Buildings burn after the rocket attack on Saigon on Sunday, 
April 27. Five rockets exploded in the Central Market area of 
the South Vietnamese capital in the predawn hours. 





and put an end to the pointless bickering that had para- 
lyzed them the preceding day. At 6:45 that evening the as- 
sembly reconvened. An hour and a half later it reached a 
decision. With one-third of the representatives abstaining, 
the assembly voted to elevate General Minh to the presi- 
dency to “carry out the mission of seeking ways and 
means to restore peace to South Vietnam.” Minh's inaugu- 
ration was tentatively scheduled for nine o'clock the fol- 
lowing morning, Monday, April 28. 








Shortly after daybreak, just a few kilometers north of 
downtown Saigon, North Vietnamese commandos overran 
two government outposts at the far end of the Newport 
Bridge. Setting up a machine-gun nest they immediately 





the capital, was closed. 
As General Dung's forces edged ever closer to their fi- 








nal objectives, the new president-designate of the Repub- 
lie of Vietnam remained at his villa near the presidential 
palace interviewing prospective cabinet members. 
Throughout the day Minh repeatedly postponed his inau- 
guration as one candidate after another filed into his gar- 
den to chat amid the general's prize orchids and tropical 
fish. Dissatisfied with most of the choices, he ultimately de- 
cided to delay naming a full cabinet until after he was 
sworn in. Only Vu Van Mau, a long-time associate of 
Minh's who headed the Buddhist National Reconciliation 
Force, and Nguyen Van Huyen, a liberal Catholic and for- 
mer Senate president, would join the government immedi- 
ately—Mau as prime minister, Huyen as vice president. 

It was shortly before 5:00 p.m. when Minh and his en- 
tourage arrived at Independence Palace, where some 200 
notables had been gathering for several hours. At 5:15 
President Huong hobbled up to the podium to deliver his 
farewell address. Thunderclaps signaling the approach of 
the summer monsoons boomed outside as Huong spoke. 
“General, your mission is very heavy, [but] if you whole- 
heartedly serve the country ... and strive to restore peace 
and ensure that the bloodshed stops, the meritorious serv- 
ice you render will be remembered forever by younger 
generations.” After Huong finished, one of Minh's aides 
walked up to the podium, removed the plaque bearing the 
national seal of the RVN, and replaced it with a yin-and- 
yang sign enclosed by an apricot blossom—a symbol of 
the reconciliation of opposites. 

Convinced that the Communists would negotiate with 
him, President Minh began his brief acceptance speech 
by calling for an immediate cease-fire and the com- 
mencement of formal talks in accordance with the prin- 
ciples of the Paris accords. Noting that his choices for vice 
president and prime minister were both long-standing op- 
ponents of President Thieu, he pledged to assemble an 
administration drawn from all parts of the “Third Force” 
political spectrum. And to show his good faith, he prom- 
ised to free all political prisoners and lift restrictions on the 
press. At the same time, however, he ordered all govern- 
ment soldiers to “protect the remaining territory” and re- 
fuse to surrender until a cease-fire was in place. Lightning 
flashed above Saigon and it was raining heavily when 
Minh concluded his speech with an appeal to those at- 
tempting to flee abroad to “remain here to join us and all 
those with good will in building a new South for our future 
generations.” It was 5:50 P.M. 

Ten minutes later, air controllers at Tan Son Nhut 
spotted five A-37 aircraft approaching the airfield at an 
altitude of approximately 5,000 feet. “A-37s!" one of them 
radioed as the jets dropped into steep dives. "What group 
do you belong to? What group?” But the only reply he re- 
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ceived was, “These are American-made aircraft.” Mo- 
ments later the pilots released their bombs over a line of 
Vietnamese Air Force planes parked along the main run- 
way, destroying three AC-119 gunships and several C- 
47s. After pulling out of their runs, the jets veered north- 
ward toward the captured airfield at Phan Rang, strafing 
Route 1 along the way. 

Out in the rain-washed streets, the concussive shock of 
the explosions brought traffic t0 a dead halt and sent 
people scurrying for shelter. For a time, the entire city 
seemed to erupt in gunfire as soldiers and police fired 
wildly into the darkening sky. At Tan Son Nhut, mean- 
while, several South Vietnamese F-5s scrambled into the 
air in the hope of intercepting the attackers. But it was far 
too late. The first and only Communist air strike of the war, 
with the code name “Determined to Win,” had been 
flawlessly executed. 

At first it was widely believed that the air attack had 


| been launched in response to Minh's accession to power. 





In fact it had been planned weeks before. Since his defec- 
tion to the Communists after the bombing of Independence 
Palace on April 8, former South Vietnamese Lieutenant, 
now North Vietnamese Captain, Nguyen Thanh Trung 


| had been training a small group of MiG pilots to fly sev- 


eral relatively simple A-37 “Dragonfly” jets captured from 
the South Vietnamese earlier during the offensive. Gen- 
eral Dung had told them that they would be given “only 
one day, only one time” to make the strike. It was merely 


| coincidence that when the flight group took off trom Phan 


Rang at 5:15, with Trung leading the way, President 
Huong was delivering his resignation speech. 
To the Americans, however, the timing of the air strike 


| was of far less consequence than its impact on the contin- 





uing airlift. Within minutes of the first pass, General Smith 
had put two inbound C-130s into a holding pattern and 
ordered a temporary suspension of the evacuation. The 
planes were still circling far to the east of Tan Son Nhut an 
hour later when Ambassador Martin called the defense 
attaché for a damage assessment. Told that the runways 
were still in serviceable condition despite the destruction 
of the VNAF planes, Martin was relieved. The fixed-wing 
airlift would continue as planned. At 8:00 p.m. the two C- 


| 130s landed, boarded 360 passengers, and departed with- 


out incident. A short time later, Ambassador Martin told 
Smith that a “maximum practicable” schedule of sixty C- 
130 flights would be flown the following day, April 29, to 
evacuate all remaining DAO personnel and some 9,000 
“high risk” Vietnamese. In an effort to placate the Com- 
munists, President Minh had asked the U.S. ambassador 
to order all American military personnel to leave the coun- 
try within twenty-four hours. Martin had agreed but also 
requested that he and some twenty members of his staff 
be allowed to remain to give “dignity” to the U.S. depar- 
ture. Two helicopters, Martin said, would suffice to extract 
this residual group in the event of an emergency. 


158 





April 29 
Marine Lance Corporal Darwin Judge of Marshalltown, 
Iowa, and Corporal Charles McMahon, Jr., of Woburn, 
Massachusetts, were both recent arrivals to Vietnam, part 
of the U.S. Embassy security force that had been called in 
to protect the evacuation airlilt at Tan Son Nhut. For ten 
days the two young men had performed a variety of duties 
at the sprawling DAO complex, directing traffic, verifying 
papers, maintaining order among the thousands of Viet- 
namese trying to get into the evacuation processing cen- 
ter. In the dark morning hours of April 29, Judge and 
McMahon were standing guard at a checkpoint just be- 
yond the airfield’s front gate when the final battle of the 
Vietnam War began. 

It was 3:58 a.m. when the first rockets hit. One exploded 
just under the wing ot a taxiing C-130, rupturing a fuel 
tank that minutes later burst into flame. Another hit just 
outside the DAO command billet, bouncing General Smith 
and several other officers to the floor but without injuring 
anyone. A third, and then a fourth, slammed into the 
guard post where McMahon and Judge were standing. 
They were killed instantly, the first American victims of the 
“Ho Chi Minh Campaign” and last U.S. casualties of the 
war. 

Another salvo of rockets landed in the area of the evac- 
uation processing center, scattering 1,500 Vietnamese who 
were waiting in the open for the airlift to resume. One 
round ripped into the root of the DAO gymnasium, send- 
ing shards of metal boomeranging through the air and 
terrorizing the 300 to 400 evacuees inside. Miraculously no 
one was hurt. 

Barely had the rocket fire subsided when General 
Dung's long-range artillery guns joined the attack. Fired 
from Nhon Trach, the 130mm shells passed directly over 
the DAO compound and crashed into the runways and 
flight line with deadly accuracy. As the shelling intensified 
to a rate of nearly one round per minute, pandemonium 
broke out. Vietnamese soldiers and airmen, some firing 
weapons, swarmed over the parking area and even onto 
the tarmac in a desperate attempt to board any aircratt 
that might take them out of the country. As one C-130 la- 
bored to reach air speed along a parallel taxi way, crew- 
men pushed soldiers off the plane’s loading ramps. An- 
other C-130 barely cleared an old control tower as it 
climbed into the sky. Still another plane, a twin-engine C- 
7 Caribou transport, spun off the runway and burned on 
the grass. “It appeared that most of the passengers got 
out,” recalled one U.S. Air Force officer at the scene, “but 
nobody bothered to check.” As it began to get light, South 
Vietnamese air force pilots fired up their A-37s and F-5s 








Smoke billows from Tan Son Nhut airfield on April 29 after 
artillery and rocket attacks convinced U.S. officials to halt 
their fixed-wing airlift. 
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and took off for U Tapao Air Base in Thailand, where they 
joined several dozen VNAF aircraft that had been flown 
out the day before. 

According to Ambassador Martin, the premature 
exodus of the South Vietnamese air force on the twenty- 
eighth had been encouraged by Deputy Assistant Secre- 
tary of State Erich Von Marbod, who had returned to Sai- 
gon on April 24 under orders from the Pentagon to coordi- 
nate the removal of American military equipment. In his 
testimony before Congress, Martin accused Von Marbod 
of having violated an understanding that none of the 
VNAF aircraft would be flown out until the ambassador 
gave the order. Instead, Martin asserted, "after the bomb- 
ing run on the air base [Von Marbod] went to see Air 
Marshal Ky and persuaded him to influence the com- 
mander of the Vietnamese air force to fly out a consid- 
erable portion of serviceable planes that afternoon [April 
28]. The net result of Von Marbod's actions, the ambassa- 
dor contended, was not only a breakdown of discipline at 
Tan Son Nhut, but the decision on the part of the North 
Vietnamese to shell the runways. Ten years later, Martin 
still maintained that the NVA would not have attacked Tan 
Son Nhut on the twenty-ninth had they not been “en- 
raged” by the attempt to extract some of South Vietnam's 
most valuable military assets. 

North Vietnamese shells were still falling on Tan Son 
Nhut when President Ford convened a meeting of the Na- 
tional Security Council shortly before 7:30 a.m. Saigon 
time to reassess the situation. Secretary Kissinger was the 
first to speak. Urging caution, and appealing to the judg- 
ment of Ambassador Martin, he noted that it might yet be 
possible to continue the fixed-wing airlift. Defense Secre- 
tary Schlesinger and Joint Chiefs Chairman General 
Brown disagreed. Option IV, they argued, was already 
overdue. In the end it was Brown who suggested a com- 
promise: a test run of seven C-130s from the Philippines 
and Thailand. If they could land in Saigon, the airlift was 
on; if not, Option IV would be implemented. The other 
members of the NSC promptly agreed. 

While the president and his top advisers temporized, 
DAO officials at Tan Son Nhut reached their own con- 
clusions about the feasibility of continuing the fixed-wing 
airlift. Shortly after 7:00 a.m. Colonel Earl Mickler, the air- 
lift supervisor, told General Smith that the runways were 
no longer usable. Jettisoned fuel tanks and live bombs, 
dozens of trucks, and other pieces of equipment littered the 
tarmac, and hundreds of rioting Vietnamese troops were 
still chasing any aircraft that moved. Even if the C-130s 
could land, Mickler pointed out, the planes were sure to 
be mobbed before they could load any of the 2,800 evac- 
uees waiting in the processing center. In his opinion, it 
would require several thousand marines to make the air- 
field secure enough to permit a resumption of the airlift 

The disintegration of the South Vietnamese air force be- 
came complete several minutes later, when some thirty 
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senior VNAF officers, most of them carrying side arms, 
burst into the DAO compound and insisted that they be 
evacuated immediately. Apprised of the demands, Gen- 
eral Smith told the assistant air attaché, Lieutenant Colo- 
nel Dick Mitchell, to inform the officers that they would be 
shot on the spot unless they surrendered their weapons. 
Mitchell complied. So did the Vietnamese officers who, 
once disarmed, were temporarily placed under lock and 
key. They were later evacuated. “This incident,” the au- 
thors of the DAO Final Assessment later wrote, “signalled 
the complete loss of command and control” of the air force 
“and magnified the continued deterioration of an already 
volatile situation.” 

Convinced that he had no choice but to go to Option IV, 
Smith ordered his staff to prepare the three designated 
landing zones in the DAO complex—one at the annex, one 
at the ball field, and one adjacent to the theater near the 
tennis court—for a full-scale helolift Then he called Am- 
bassador Martin, informing him ol the condition of the run- 
ways and requesting authorization to call in the helicop- 
ters. But Martin was unconvinced. Refusing to accept the 
defense attaché's assessment of the situation, he left stand- 
ing the previous night's orders to proceed with a "max- 
imum” schedule of C-130 flights. 

An hour or so later, shortly after nine o'clock, the am- 
bassador's bulletproof limousine pulled up to the DAO 
compound. He had decided to inspect the runways first- 
hand. When Smith and other DAO staffers reiterated their 
collective opinion that the airfield was no longer usable, 
Martin responded by affirming his determination to move 
out as many “high risk” Vietnamese as possible. Then he 
called the White House from Smith's office to ask for a re- 
confirmation of the orders to continue the airlift. Assured 
that this was what had been decided, Martin stalked out 
and returned to the embassy. 

Though frustrated by his inability to carry out his or- 
ders, Smith waited another hour before taking any further 
action. Then, shortly before 10:30, he called Admiral Gay- 
ler in Honolulu and persuaded him that there was simply 
no way the C-130 flights could continue. Gayler promised 
to contact the Joint Chiefs of Statf immediately and recom- 
mend Option IV. Smith then decided to make one final 
plea to Martin. This time the ambassador relented. Min- 
utes later Martin was on the telephone to Kissinger, who in 
turn contacted President Ford. It took the president only a 
moment to decide. At 10:5] a.m. Saigon time, the “execute” 
order for Operation Frequent Wind flashed over com- 
mand channels from USSAG headquarters in Thailand to 
the U.S. fleet off the South Vietnamese coast. In hot and 
steamy Saigon, operators at the American radio station 
began playing a tape of "(I'm Dreaming of a) White 
Christmas,” signaling Americoms throughout the city that 
the final pullout had begun. 

Anchored some sixty-four kilometers out to sea, the 
largest naval armada assembled by the U.S. since the 


Christmas bombings of 1972 rolled gently in calm waters. 
Stretched out in a crescent nearly 160 kilometers long, five 
carriers, the guided missile cruiser Long Beach, and more 
han two dozen support ships had been anticipating or- 
jers to commence Operation Frequent Wind for nearly a 
week. Especially anxious were the pilots of three marine 
relicopter squadrons and ten additional air force helicop- 
ers who would carry the marine ground security force 
nto Saigon and bring out a still undetermined number of 
svacuees. Though placed on “one-hour alert” the pre- 
rious day, the pilots had not yet received orders to “cross- 
deck” from ship to ship to pick up the 800 marines of Bat- 
alion Landing Team 2/4, a complicated operation that re- 
quired a minimum of three hours to complete. Admiral 
Gayler, CINCPAC, believed that the “cross-decking” had 
already been accomplished and, on that basis, had as- 
sured the U.S. Embassy that the first helicopters would 
land at Tan Son Nhut within an hour of the order to “exe- 
zute” Option IV. Instead, when the order finally did come 
through shortly before 11:00 a.m., a delay until midatter- 
noon was unavoidable. The pilots would have only four or 
five hours of daylight in which to carry out their mission. 

In Saigon, meanwhile, convoys of olive-drab buses be- 
gan moving through the city’s streets to pick up evacuees 
and shuttle them to Tan Son Nhut. Under the DAO’s stand- 
ing “surface extraction” plan, the buses were to follow 
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The NVA. as part of their "blossom- 
ing lotus” plan to capture Saigon, 
selected strategic objectives for their 
armored divisions. Tan Son Nhut 
airport, the JGS compound, the 
National Police Directorate, and 
Independence Palace were all des- 
ignated first priority targets for the 
advancing NVA tanks. 











prescribed routes that would take them past several des- 
ignated “assembly points,” board forty passengers each, 
and then carry them to the DAO compound. Yet as the 
drivers soon discovered, the number of people waiting to 
board the buses in most cases far exceeded their assigned 
capacity. As soon as the evacuees began to gather at their 
prearronged assembly points, crowds of Saigonese began 
milling around them in the hope of being taken along. “If 
the idea was to assemble discreetly so as not to draw a 
potentially panicky crowd,” recalled Arnold Isaacs, the 
Saigon correspondent for the Baltimore Sun, “then some- 
thing was very wrong. We might as well have announced 
the evacuation with movie marquee lights over our 
heads.” By limiting the amount of luggage each passen- 
ger could carry, or by eliminating baggage entirely, some 
drivers managed to cram as many as seventy people onto 
their buses. But even then there were many who were 
stranded. Recalling his own harrowing journey that day, 
journalist Keyes Beech of the Chicago Daily News wrote: 
“At every stop Vietnamese beat on the doors and windows 
pleading to be let inside. ... Every time we opened the 


door we had to beat and kick them back.” 

Even those Vietnamese who had been promised evac- 
uation by their American employers were sometimes lost 
in the mad rush to get out of Saigon. Some 70 CIA trans- 
lators and their families waited in vain throughout the day 























The First 
Boat People 





During the final stages of the American 
evacuation from Saigon, thousands of 
privileged Viemamese waved good-by to 
their homeland from the cargo holds of 
US. military helicopters. Others were not 
so fortunate. Pursued by nightmarish vi- 
sions of retribution at the hands of the 
Communist victors, tens of thousands of 
refugees abandoned their homes and 
their possessions, scrambled over the 
| beaches at Vung Tau, and jammed into a 
moiley assortment of craft in a desperate 
| attempt to reach the American evac- 
| uation fleet standing offshore. 

Since mid-April, Ambassador Martin 
had been advocating an evacuation from 
Vung Tau as the best means of bringing 
out a maximum number of Vietnamese. 
Martin cabled Washington on the eight- 
eenth to propose this “over the beach” 
plan. Pentagon analysts deemed the 
scheme impractical, but the ambassador 
pushed ahead anyway. In the days that 
followed, embassy officials encouraged 
local Vietnamese to make their way over- 
land to designated spots on the coast. A 
Military Sealift Command task force drew 
up comprehensive guidelines, and a hali- 
dozen merchant ships moved into position 
offshore on the twenty-eighth. Unfortu- 
nately, military planners had underesti- 
mated the scope of the operation. As 
North Vieinamese troops closed in on 
Vung Tau, hundreds of boats fled the dy- 
ing city in the last days of April, fanning 
out across the sea in search of the evac- 
uation armada. 

On the morning of April 28, one of the 
ships attached to the Sealift Command, 
USNS Greenville Victory, was anchored 
five kilometers south of the Vung Tau sea 
buoy. At 10:00 am. the first few boats 
laden with refugees pulled up alongside 
the ship. Soon after boarding this group, 
the Greenville's crew discerned a flotilla 
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of approximately 200 boats leaving a 
small village north of Vung Tau. Although 
most of the craft were detained by Viet- 
namese navy gunships, several boats 
slipped through the attempted blockade 
and arrived at the evacuation fleet spo- 
radically throughout the afternoon. 

By early evening, North Vietnamese 
artillery shells rained down upon the city 
of Vung Tau, sparking a mass exodus out 
to sea. As enemy troops drew to within 
twenty-four kilometers of the city limits, a” 
determined bombardment drove the re- 
maining Vietnamese out of their homes. 
Captain Raymond facobacci of the 


Greenville followed the battle with in- 
creasing concern. Shell bursts erupting 
along the shoreline told him all he needed 
to know. Fearing for the safety of his ship, 
the captain decided to move another five 
kilometers out to sea early on April 29. 
The ship towed four fishing boats as she 
steamed and others followed under their 


own power. 

At the new anchorage, beyond range 
of encroaching NVA guns, the crew re- 
commenced loading. Security personnel 
screened the Vietnamese and confiscated 
weapons as they boarded. As the cratt 
arrived in increasing numbers, seamen 





dropped ladders over the sides to bring 
people aboard. Eventually, the crew re- 
sorted to suspending huge cargo nets 
from booms to handle the overflow. As 
memy as twenty refugees were hoisted in 
a net at one time, while others clung des- 
perately to the outside. Women with small 
babies in their arms grabbed at the net- 
ing and older children in turn clasped 
onto their mothers. Driven on by the re- 
lentless military assault, the trickle ol 
boats became a veritable torrent, dis- 
charging hundreds of frightened, ex- 
hausted refugees. Many wept as they 
watched their abandoned boats, repre- 





senting one final link to Vietnam, drift be- 
yond the horizon. 

By late atternoon, the Gre 
tory had reached its assigned capaci 
6,000. Though the sea was still swarming 
vessels, the captain was forced to cut 
boats loose and steam away. As if drawn 
by a powerful magnet, the Vietnamese 
boats followed. A short time later, laco- 
bacci received permission to continue 
loading. Eventually over 10,000 refugees 
pressed aboard, spilling out of the hold 
onto the decks and into every corner ol 
the ship. On the evening of the thirtieth, 
the captain was compelled to abandon 
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dodged rocket and small-arms 
the Saigon River as th i 
to safety in international wat 

Officers commanding 
evacuation ships list 
for assistance over t 
telligence officer named Khanh 
the ship-to-ship radio frequen 
hours demanding to be taken aboard 
Again ond again he repeated 
of Americans he had known, recited 
address of a sister married to a U.S. offi 
cer living in America, and recalled the 
US. training courses he had attended. 
“Sorry, sir,” Khanh apologized to a sym- 
pathetic radioman trying to ease hi 
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at their compound jor the Americans to arrive and take 
them away, as did 100 or so Vietnamese employees ol the 
agency who gathered at the CIA billet just a lew blocks 
away trom the embassy. There were others as well. 

In the USIS offices at 8 Le Qui Don Street, 185 Vietnam- 
ese waited throughout the morning jor transportation to 
Tan Son Nhut. Among them was a thirty-year-old Chi- 
nese woman named Trai Quoc Quang, who had worked 
as a secretary for the Americans for eight years. During 
the past jew days Quang had seen all but live of the USIS 
headquarters employees leave Vietnam, while she stayed 
on at the request of her boss. Convinced that her long as- 
sociation with the Americans would mean death if she 
were lelt behind, she was frightened But she also be- 
lieved in the repeated assurances she had received that 
she would not be abandoned. Even when she learned that 
morning that her employers had already departed, she 
did not despair. Nor, seemingly, did any of the others 
waiting with her at the assembly point. 

Finally, shortly after noon, two buses pulled up and be- 
gan loading passengers, Since there was not enough 
room for everyone, hall of the people in the crowd, mostly 
senior Vietnamese employees and their families, were told 
to go to the villa of USIA Chiel Alan Carter and await fur- 
ther instructions. The others, Quang among them, climbed 
onto the bus and headed toward Tan Son Nhut. Once they 
reached the anrtield, however, armed Vietnamese security 
guards refused to let them enter. Forced to turn back, the 
driver headed toward the Newport docks where, someone 
suggested, there were boats waiting to carry people down 
river. The bus was within a half-mile of the harbor when 
milling crowds and congested traflic prevented it from 
proceeding any tarther. A subsequent stop at the USAID 
headquarters also proved futile; the building was empty 
except for looters. The driver then steered the bus toward 
the U.S. Embassy but was again halted by mobs a block 
short ot his destination. Although at that point several pas- 
sengers got oli the bus, presumably in the hope of finding 
some other way out of the city, Quang stayed aboard and 
eventually found herself back where she had started: at 
the USIS headquarters. Now desperate, she lelt the bus 
and accosted several UPI newsmen, who listened sympa- 
thetically but could olfer no suggestions. They themselves 
were planning to stay behind to cover the Communist 
takeover. No one knew il she ever got out. 

The other part of the surface extraction plan, which 
called for small UH-] Air America helicopters to pick up 
high-priority evacuees irom designated rooltops around 
Saigon, also ran into problems. To begin with, Communist 
shells and rockets heavily damaged the Air America 
buildings across from the DAO compound and delayed 
the arrival of the twenty-four pilots who had volunteered 
to undertake the mission. When the pilots finally did make 
their way to the airfield, moreover, they discovered that 
four of their twenty-two Hueys had been hijacked earlier 
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in the morning by Vietnamese paratroopers. Once under 
way, ihe operation was further plagued by a loss of re- 
fueling capability, since the Air America terminal was still 
taking occasional rockets and the lone fuel truck at the 
DAO compound was not working. As a result, pilots be- 
gan dropping olf their passengers at the U.S. Embassy 
rather than the airfield in order to save flying time and 
fuel. When they did run low, they flew with full passenger | 
loads directly out to the evacuation fleet and refueled on 
the ships. 

As the buses bulldozed their way through the city's 
crowded streets and the UH-Is shuttled from rooftop to 
roottop, the growing throngs of evacuees at Tan Son Nhut 
stared expectantly into the sky, searching for some sign ol 
the huge CH-53 helicopters that would whisk them away 
to safety. Because ol further delays, it was nearly 3:00 p.m. 
when the first wave ol twelve helicopters, flying in four Vs 
of three aircraft each, appeared overhead. One after an- 
other the Sea Stallions descended into the fires that still 
blazed on the airfield. After dropping off marines ol Bat- 
talion Landing Team 2/4, the first of the helicopters loaded 
up with evacuees and lifted off only six minutes after 
touchdown, setting a course parallel to the Vung Tau 
highway, en route to the fleet. As the aircraft passed over 
ARVN dependent housing just southwest of the DAO an- 
nex, they drew several rounds of M16 fire. But the harass- 
ment proved to be minor, necessitating only a small ad- 
justment in flight plans. 

Although flying conditions were hazardous, with pilots 
reporting visibility of only one mile as they approached 
Tan Son Nhut, the operation went like clockwork. During 
the next hour thirty-six helicopters arrived, boarded more 
than fifty passengers each, and returned safely to the oll- 
shore ships. By 5:00 p.m., the lines of evacuees at the three 
DAO helicopter landing zones were thinning rapidly. But 
some 1,300 potential evacuees, including the 800-man ma- 
rine security force, still remained. DAO officials estimated 
that it would require at least two more hours to pull every- 
one out. By then it would be dark. 

By late afternoon the entire city of Saigon seemed to 
dissolve into chaos. Huge angry mobs roamed the streets, 
overturning abandoned cars and setting lire to buildings. 
Looters were everywhere, pawing through the former resi- 
dences of Americans ond carrying away furniture, bath- 
room fixtures, anything that might be of the remotest value. 
Thousands of others converged on the U.S. Embassy com- 
pound either in the hope ol finding a means of escape or 
simply to vent their rage. Scattered atop the compound 
walls, marine security guards used boots and rifle butts to 
fend off those trying to climb over, while at the same time 
helping stranded Americans and “third country nationals” 


As a helicopter lilts off from the U.S. Embassy on April 29, 
Saigonese still hoping to be evacuated gather nearby. Many 
have been promised a ride out by Americans. 











Fin Jouralist Keyes Beech, whose bus never mad: o 
m Son Inut but instead dropped him off at the em- 
Issy s sid gate, recorded the frenzied scene there: 









lee we mved into thai seething mass we c 
Sadents. Ve were only men fighting for our 
wing, puking ever closer to that wall... Now, 
ow what's like to be a Vietnamese. I am one 
aid get ser that wall, I would be an 
tchodytrabbed my sleeve and wouldn med my 
Ed and loked into the face of a Vietnamese youth. "You adopt 
= end tae me with you and Ml help you,” he screamed. .. 
Madery ny arm was free and 1 edged closer to the wall. There 
Ss a pañol marines on the wall. They were trying to help us 
id éckecihe Vietnamese down. One of them looked dowm at 
le “Helpine,” I pleaded. “Please help me.” ... He reached 
Gm vihis long, muscular arm and pulled me up as if I were 
helpless hild I lay on a tin rooi, gasping for breath like a 
ende fish 


again. 








To Amrican evacuation planners, however, the 3,000 

so Saionese outside the compound walls were of less 
Sncern tan the 2,000 to 3,000 people inside. Frequent 
Vind opeation plans had anticipated “a total not to ex- 
ed 100 vacuees” from the embassy on the final day, in- 
Iding te ambassador himself, the embassy's marine 
lerds, ad a small number of senior officials whose 
resencevas deemed essential until the very end. No one 
ad foresen the possibility that some of the buses might 
Ml to rech Tan Son Nhut or that the Air America pilois 
‘ould b forced to unload their passengers at the em- 
vassy in eder to save fuel. 

The maine commander in charge of the evacuation, 

zeneral ichard Carey, was not apprised of the situation 
ntl four clock in the afternoon. Before then he had been 
nder th impression that the operation was running per- 
Scily smothly. He had further calculated that his mission 
vas necing completion. Now, suddenly, Carey had to 
ind a wy to divert an undetermined number of helicop- 
ers to th embassy to haul out an unspecified number of 
Seople. laking matters worse, the only two possible land- 
ng sitesnside the embassy compound-ihe rooftop heli- 
pad ancthe parking lot—could accommodate only one 
aelicopte at a time. At the DAO compound, he could ex- 
saci upo 2,000 people in an hour. At the embassy, the 
pace wold be far slower. 

Durin the next several hours the flow of helicopters 
alightincon the embassy roof was sporadic, as Carey and 
Genera Smith focused their energies on compleüng the 
airlift frm Tan Son Nhut. To bolster security inside the 
compoud and prevent those outside from getting in, the 
Isi helispters brought in 130 more marines. In the mean- 
ime UF officials, led by Deputy Chief of Mission Wolt- 
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gang Lehmann and Colonel John H. Madison, Jr., chief of 
th S. delegation io the four-party Joint Military Team, 
tried to organize the impending evacuation. Assisted by 
other members of the JMT and by Reverend Thomas Steb- 
bins, a local missionary, Madison marshaled the evacuees 
into two holding areas, a courtyard next to the parking lot 
and another courtyard adjacent to the embassy swimming 
pool. Separating the two courtyards was a building that 
housed the embassy's fire trucks. The passage between 


Once the airlift began, Madison and his team would fun- 
nel passengers through the gate and direct them either to 
the parking lot or up the stairs inside the chancery to the 
toof. In the interim, however, they concentrated on keep- 
ing the increasingly impatient crowd calm. Everyone, they 
repeated again and again, would get out. Nobody would 
be abandoned. 

Tt was already nightfall when the helicopters began ar- 
riving frequently enough to justify the use of both landing 
zones. With the darkness came heavy gusts of wind and 
rain, which thinned the mobs surrounding the embassy 
but also created hazardous flying conditions. Until then, 
the CH-53s descending into the cramped embassy park- 
ing lot had been guided by hand signals, but as visibility 
dropped this was no longer feasible. To solve the problem, 
an embassy staffer rigged a 35mm slide projector on the 
roof overlooking the landing zone. As the helicopters be- 
gan to drop down, the projector was switched on, illumi- 
nating the area in a sharp rectangle of white light. 

Darkness and rapidly deteriorating weather conditions 
also hampered operations at Tan Son Nhut, where the 
evacuation was now almost complete. Although at first 
DAO landing zone controllers tried to “talk” the remaining 
inbound helicopters down by radio, repeated interruptions 
by hysterical Vietnamese breaking in on their frequencies 
quickly made this impossible. Strobe lights were also 
abandoned once it became clear that pilots could not dis- 
tinguish these signals from the myriad other flashes and 





aimless tracer rounds that streaked over the base. In the 
end, the pilots resorted to flashing their landing lights as 
they approached, although this risked attracting ground 
fire. "The efforts of both the Marine and USAF pilots flying 
into that hazardous environment at night in the rain,’ 
ported one DAO official, “were the most outstanding feats 
of airmanship that I could imagine.” 

By seven o'clock only some thirty DAO officials and the 
marine ground security force remained at Tan Son Nhut. 
Although orders had already come through for General 
Smith to evacuate the remaining members of his staff, the 
defense attaché was reluctant to leave. He had intended 
to stay as long as Ambassador Martin needed him, and it 
was clear that the embassy evacuation was far from over. 
Other members of the DAO planning team believed, how- 
ever, that it was pointless, and potentially dangerous, to 
delay any longer. No one knew how long it would take to 
complete the embassy pullout since estimates of the num- 
ber of evacuees remaining in the compound had not var- 
ied for hours. Whenever DAO officials inquired, air force 
historians later wrote, the embassy's answer "was always 
the same—2,000 to go. ... Everyone in the evacuation con- 
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trol center believed that if the evacuation had continued 
for days, the estimate would have remained 2,000.” 

In the end, the deciding factor was neither Smith's con- 
science nor Gayler's orders, but a loss of electrical power. 
Around 7:15 the lights in the operations center at DAO 
headquarters blinked out. A saboteur had shorted am in- 
coming power line with a wooden pole, and the surge of 
current on the circuits knocked out a satellite terminal that 
supported the DAO's communications with the outside 
world 

At eight o'clock General Smith gave the final order, 
and the remaining members of the staff filed out to the ten- 
nis court where two CH-53s stood waiting. As they pre- 
pared to lift off, a bus packed with Vietnamese pulled up 
outside the gate. In a final gesture of generosity, Smith 
stood aside and let the late arrivals on board. One of the 
helicopters departed with over ninety passengers. The 
general himself was finally airborne by 8:15, leaving the 
DAO compound in the hands of the marines. 








evacuees who had gathered at the em- 
CH-53 helicopter. 









In Washington it was now the morning of April 30. At 
30 a.m. Secretary Kissinger informed the president that 
e evacuation out of the DAO compound was al! but com- 
lete. Over 6,000 people, more than 5,000 of them Viet- 
ımese, had been sately extracted by eighty-one helicop- 
rs flying more than 100 sorties under Option IV of 
peration Frequent Wind. Only the marines remained, 
us an undetermined number of American and Vietnam- 
se civilians who were still being pulled out of the U.S. 
mbassy. 

With the airlift now approximately six hours old, the 
eather poor, and visibility diminishing, Ford pondered 
e possibility of suspending the operation until morning. 
nough he apparently favored this option, there were 
her pressing considerations. Hanoi could easily interpret 

temporary delay as a sign that the Americans were 
eceitfully stalling for any number of political or military 
sasons. Moreover, the understanding with the North Viet- 
amese that they would not interfere with evacuation was 
nuous enough as it was. 

Defense Secretary Schlesinger, however, strongly op- 
osed any continuation of the helolift beyond what was 
bsolutely necessary. Not only were the flying conditions 
azardous, he pointed out, but nearly half of the helicop- 
rs used in the evacuation were down for maintenance 
ad pilot fatigue was becoming a serious problem. 
shlesinger also expressed concern that too many of the 
racuees coming out of the embassy were Vietnamese; 
mbassador Martin did not seem to understand priorities. 
e therefore suggested that the entire operation cease by 
idnight, Saigon time, and resume the following morning. 
ı the interim, a period of about two hours, nineteen addi- 
anal helicopters would be ordered in to pick up the re- 
iaining Americans. 

Informed of the possibility that the helolift might be dis- 
antinued, Martin replied that he “damn well didn't want 
| spend another night here.” By his own estimate, thirty 
H-53 sorties, as opposed to the nineteen proposed by 
chlesinger, would allow him to clear the entire com- 
ound. “I REPEAT, I NEED 30 CH-53s AND I NEED 
HEM NOW,” the ambassador cabled. Forty minutes 
ter, at around 10:45 P.M. Saigon time, Washington 
greed. 

In the meantime, all available helicopters were dis- 
atched to Tan Son Nhut to extract the marine ground se- 
arity force. Since the departure of the DAO staff, the ma- 
nes had spent much of their time preparing for the 
ystematic destruction of the entire DAO complex. The for- 
ier headquarters of the United States Military Command, 
ietnam (USMACV), it had served for more than ten years 
s a symbol of the American commitment to prevent a 
'ommunist takeover in South Vietnam. Now, as midnight 
pproached on April 29, 1975, marine demolition teams 
laced high-powered explosives around the DAO's so- 
histicated communications equipment and scattered 


thermite bombs on the floor of the headquarters building. 
At approximately 11:40 p.m., the marines triggered the de- 
layed-action fuses on the bottom floor of the DAO com- 
pound and dashed for the helicopters. As they ascended, 
they looked down and watched the structure crumple like 
a cheap toy, destroying millions of dollars of secret equip- 
ment along with barrels containing more than $3.5 million 
in US. currency. 
For America, the Vietnam War was over. Almost. 


April 30 


After the marines returned to their ships, the task force 
command ordered a temporary grounding of all helicop- 








ters to allow the weary pilots, many of whom had been fly- | 


ing for ten hours or more, a chance to rest. But General 
Carey vehemently objected. Saigon would likely be in 
North Vietnamese hands by morning, he pointed out, and 
besides, he was confident that his pilots could keep flying. 
He had also been assured by Ambassador Martin that 
once the helicopter flow resumed, the embassy compound 
could be cleared “in a relatively short time.” Carey's su- 
periors yielded. The pilots climbed back into their helicop- 
ters and headed back to Saigon. 

At the embassy, the temporary break in the flow of in- 
coming helicopters planted a seed of panic among the 
several hundred evacuees still anxiously waiting to be res- 
cued. A rumor rippled through the crowd that the North 
Vietnamese were about to attack and they were to be 
abandoned. Suddenly everyone in the recreation court- 
yard began surging toward the chain-link gate, where 
several marines had established a cordon. The marines at 
first tried to push them back, then resorted to jabbing at 
them with rifle butts. Flailing arms and fists exploded. 
Captain Stuart Herrington of the Joint Military Team 
grabbed a bullhorn and waded into the crowd, trying to 
calm everyone down. “Don't worry,” he shouted in Viet- 
namese, “you will all be evacuated. No one is abandoning 
you.” But his assurances seemed to have little effect. 

Finally, Herrington, Colonel Harry Summers, and Mas- 
ter Sergeant Bill Herron linked arms and managed to 
push the front ranks of the mob back. The crowd suddenly 
quieted and obeyed orders to line up. The three Ameri- 
cans then led ihe group through the gate and up a stair- 
way to the roof of the fire station, where they could see the 
landing zone that previously had been blocked from their 
view. When everyone was through, the gate was closed 
and locked. The evacuees discarded their remaining lug- 
gage and anxiously scanned the skies for helicopters. 

When the helicopters finally did arrive, however, they 
were not the promised CH-53s but much smaller CH-46s— 
amounting to the nineteen sorties suggested by Schles- 
inger rather than the thirty demanded by Martin. Pointing 
out that the CH-46s “carry about 2/5ths of CH-53 capac- 
ity,” Martin reiterated his earlier request for thirty more 
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Sea Stallions. At 1:30 a.m. Secretary Kissinger called and 
asked Martin how many people still remained in the com- 
pound. Though it was impossible to determine precisely, 
the ambassador gave him a figure off the top of his head: 
726. Based on this estimate, planners in Washington 
worked out a new schedule to bring out everyone at the 
embassy by 3:45 a.m., April 30. The ambassador himself 
was to board the next to last helicopter. 

At 2:17 a.m. two CH-53s and two CH-46s left the fleet for 
the embassy, with other flights following at ten-minute in- 
tervals. The first helicopter touched down at approxi- 
mately 3:00 a.m. Colonel Madison and his team were bus- 
ily forming passenger loads among the Vietnamese in the 
courtyard and leading them either to the roof to board the 
smaller CH-46s or out to the CH-53s in the parking lot. It 
was a laborious process, complicated by the ambassa- 
dor's underestimation of the number of people to be evac- 
uated and by Washington's refusal to send the full com- 
plement of helicopters previously promised. 

As a result of these miscalculations, when the helolift 
reached its scheduled termination point at 3:45 A.M., more 


than 400 people remained at the embassy. Colonel Madi- 
son estimated that only six more CH-53s were needed to 
lift all of them out. At 4:20 am. a lone CH-53 set down in 
the parking let and loaded up with evacuees. Then the 
skies tell silent. Convinced that the embassy was a “bot- 
tomless pit of refugees,” Admiral Gayler, CINCPAC, and 
Rear Admiral Donald Whitmire, the fleet commander, had 
decided to shut down the operation in accordance with 
White House instructions. Pilots flying over Vietnam re- 
ceived the following transmission over their VHS radios: 
The following message is from the President of the United States 
and should be passed on by the first helicopter in contact with 
Ambassador Martin. Americans only will be transported. Am- 
bassador Martin will board the first available helicopter and 
that helicopter will broadcast “Tiger, Tiger, Tiger,” once it is air- 
borne and en route. 

Just before 5:00 a.m. a CH-46 with the call sign “Lady 
Ace 09” set down on the rooftop landing pad. Captain 
Jerry Berry refused to take on the load of evacuees led out 
by the marines, insisting he was under strict orders to 
evacuate only Ambassador Martin and members of his 








On April 30, thou- 
sands of GVN sol- 
diers were too 
frightened of retri- 
bution merely to 
“stop fighting, and 
stay put,” as or- 
dered by President 
Minh. Instead, they 
opted for anonymity 
by abandoning 
their uniforms and 
weapons. Right. 
Soldiers strip off 
their uniforms. Far 
right. Abandoned 
uniforms and equip- 
ment lie in heaps 
along a Saigon 
street. 
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aff. A few minutes later, Martin appeared and climbed 
soard “Lady Ace 09,” assisted by Ken Moorefield. At 
58 the helicopter lifted off into the dark sky and headed 
r the fleet. A second CH-46 arrived and swooped down 
inutes afterward to board the rest of the officials. 

Only atter the ambassador was on his way did the 
her Americans in the compound learn that there would 
2 no more evacuation flights for the remaining Vietnam- 
je and “third country nationals.” Colonel Madison was 
rious. A half-hour before he had been assured by em- 
assy Officials that there would be enough helicopters 
ming in to get everyone out. Insisting that he would not 
ave until the task was accomplished, he urged the ma- 
ne commander, Major Jim Keam, to do likewise. But Kean 
fused, The orders had come from the president himself. 
e would not defy them. Since Madison had only two 
‘my officers, two army NCOs, and one marine NCO with 
m, far too few to secure the embassy grounds, he con- 
ded. Quietly, his men withdrew into the building. 

Still standing in the parking lot landing zone were ap- 
-oximately 420 people, including South Korean embassy 
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officials, a German priest who had spent much of the day 
helping to organize the evacuation, embassy firemen who 
had volunteered to stay on duty until the end, and various 
other U.S. Embassy employees and their families. Among 
the South Koreans was General Dai Yong Rhee, who had 
once commanded 50,000 Korean troops in Vietnam and 
would Jater be imprisoned by the conquerors of Saigon. 
Looking down on the crowd as he lifted off at 5:30 A.M., Cap- 
tain Herrington could think “of no word in any language 
adequate to describe the sense of shame that swept over 
me. ... If I had tried to talk, I would have cried.” 

With the departure of the members of the Joint Military 
Team, the only Americans remaining at the embassy were 
Major Kean's marines. To avoid arousing the suspicions of 
those who would be left behind, Kean and Master Ser- 
geant Juan Valdez, the head of the embassy security de- 
tachment, quietly passed the word to their men to with- 
draw into the courtyard. Once everyone was inside the 


compound, some of the men formed a perimeter in front of | 


the lobby entrance. Others then set up a second, tighter 


circle inside the first, and those in the outer ring then 
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Frequent Wind 





Operation Frequent Wind, the final U.S. 
evacuation from Saigon, began on the 
morning of April 29. By the end of the op- 
eration, more than forty ships of the Sev- 
enth Fleet had picked up 1,373 Ameri- 
cans and 5,595 Vietnamese in U.S. 
helicopters and some 60,000 Vietnamese 
from bocts, as well as a number of South 
Vietnamese aircraft, including dozens of 
UH-1 helicopters and two 0-1 spotter 
planes. 


Left. A South Vietnamese helicopter pilot 
and his wife and child arrive on the Han- 
cock. Above. Two RVNAF lieutenant gener- 
als are searched for weapons aboard the 
USS Blue Ridge. Opposite above. On the 
Blue Ridge, American sailors push a UH-1 
helicopter into the sea to make room for 
others waiting to land. Opposite below. 
Ambassador Graham Martin, flanked by 
Rear Admiral Donald B. Whitmire (right) 
and press aide John Hogan, strides aboard 
the Blue Ridge, April 30. 
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ulled through. By the time the marines began forming yet 
third interior perimeter, the evacuees finally grasped 
rhat was happening and immediately started to race to- 
rard the lobby, while other Vietnamese clambered over 
je unguarded walls. The last marines wrestled with a 
w people in the surging crowd and then slammed and 
arred its huge double door. But, Sergeant Valdez later 
scalled, "We were only able to get the bar halfway on.” 

While the abandoned evacuees tried to push their way 
1, the marines took the chamcery elevator up to the sixth 
oor. Just as the last man got on the elevator, Valdez re- 
‚embered, “we heard the bar drop off the main door.” 
iling up to the roof, the marines barricaded the door be- 
ind them with anything they could find: heavy lockers, 
arts piled up with fire extinguishers, and their own packs. 
hen they waited. Nearly an hour passed before the first 
elicopters appeared over the brightening eastern hori- 
on. While waiting the marines periodically sprayed 
Nace through the broken glass of the rooftop door to fend 
f the Vietnamese trying to get through. At one point a 
niper in an apartment building across the street took a 
aw shots at them. But no one dared return fire for fear of 
etting off a firefight that might make it impossible for the 
elicopters to land. Other random rifle shots popped in the 
istance. The streets below were full of roaming ARVN 
oldiers and looters carrying away their bounty. 

At last the helicopters arrived. One by one the CH-46s 
umped down, loaded, and took off. It took nine helicop- 
srs to get all the marines out, the last lagging well behind 
le rest. As he climbed aboard the final helicopter, Ser- 
eant Valdez could still see Vietnamese evacuees trying to 
ush their way through the rooftop door, waving papers to 
rove that they, too, should be taken along. 


"he end 


is the last American helicopter disappeared over the 
astern horizon on the morning of April 30, 1975, an eerie 
miet settled over Saigon. With the exception of the docks, 
vhere crowds still converged in a last attempt to board a 
sw small coastal freighters heading out to sea, and the 
treets around the U.S. Embassy, which were filled with 
voters, there was little activity. In the distance, random 
ırtillery sounds seemed not out of place in a country that 
or so long had known only war. Tan Son Nhut was rela- 
ively quiet, too. On the sides of the runways lay wrecked 
r abandoned planes, twisted into useless, hulking heaps 
f metal. Fires crackled in the fuel and munitions dumps. 
At 10:24 a.m. the voice of President Duong Van Minh 
eached out to the defeated country over the airwaves. Ex- 
essing his commitment to “national reconciliation and 








ipril 30. The GVN police officer lying dead in front of Sai- 
on's war memorial statue minutes before had walked up to 
he memorial, saluted it, then shot himself. 


concord to save the lives of our compatriots,” he called "on 
all [Republic of Vietnam] soldiers to remain calm, to stop 
fighting, and stay put.” He then made the same plea to 
“our brother combatants” of the PRGRSV (Provisional 
Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Viet- 
nam). “We are waiting to meet the PRGRSV in order to 
discuss the formal handing over of power in an orderly 
manner, with a view to avoiding useless bloodshed.” After 
Minh finished, General Nguyen Huu Hanh, the acting 
chief of the JGS, directed “all generals and military men of 
all ranks” to obey the order “absolutely.” 

Across the nation, the last vestiges of resistance wilted. 
The Army of the Republic of Vietnam began to disappear, 
and with it died the last strains of South Vietnam’s na- 
tional anthem, “Tieng Goi Thanh Nien” ("Young People 
Stand Up for Your Country”). Originally it had been a ral- 
lying song against the French. In the streets, without 


shame, thousands of soldiers discarded their weapons | 


and uniforms, transforming themselves into taxi drivers 
and peasants to avoid retribution from the victors. Others 
chose honor in death over defeat. In Lam Son Square, 
shortly after Minh's speech, a South Vietnamese colonel 
walked up to the huge soldier's monument facing the Na- 
tional Assembly and saluted. For several moments he 
stood at attention before the memorial commemorating 
South Vietnam's war dead and then reached for his hol- 
ster. As Associated Press newsmen George Esper and 
Matt Franjola watched in horror, the officer pointed his .45 
automatic directly at his head and pulled the trigger. 

At midday, General Dung’s II Corps tanks appeared on 
the edge of Saigon. Dusty roads into the capital had 


opened up before them; no one had even bothered to blow | 


up the bridges. The convoy rolled past the ravaged Amer- 
ican embassy and proceeded from Thong Nhut Avenue 
across Cong Ly Boulevard toward Independence Palace. 
Fluttering atop tall radio aerials, a bright Liberation star 
signified to 3 million Saigonese a new and uncertain fu- 
ture. Open trucks rolled alongside the caravan, jammed 
with young soldiers in green uniforms. A harsh sunlight 
glinted off steel AK47s as victorious troops advanced into 
the heart of the city. 

Without slowing dowm, the lead tank roared straight 
into the high steel front gate, which buckled and collapsed 
under the powerful impact. Close behind, a second tank 
crashed through, then swerved around to guard the rear 
while the rest of the tanks swarmed onto the lawn. As the 
tanks formed a huge semicircle facing the steps, a lone 
pith-helmeted soldier, carrying a large blue-and-red flag 
with the yellow star of the National Liberation Front, raced 
across the lawn toward the steps. As he sprinted, he 
waved the huge flag violently above his head in a gesture 
of triumph. Neil Davis of Reuters asked the soldier his 
name. The young man looked embarrassed, then replied, 
“Nguyen Von Thieu.” At that moment of singular irony, 
thirty years’ war in Vietnam was over. 
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Final 
Victory 





The Communist tanks arrived just be- 
fore noon, accompanied by a dozen 
armored personnel carriers and truck- 
loads of young, green-uniformed sol- 
diers whose helmets bore the inscrip- 
tion Tien vi Saigon—Onward to 
Saigon. Minutes after the lead tank en- 
tered the grounds of the presidential 
palace, North Vietnamese troops 
hoisted the single-starred N.LF. flag 
high in the air. P.R.G. officials an- 
nounced over the Saigon radio station: 
“Saigon has been totally liberated. We 
accept the unconditional surrender of 
General Duong Van Minh, president 
of the former government.” Half a 
world away in Paris, Communist rep- 
resentatives announced the renaming 
of Saigon as Ho Chi Minh City. But 
chemge did not come unopposed. 
Throughout the city isolated groups of 
government soldiers and civilians fired 
on the advancing columns. Barely 
eliciting a response from the victorious 
army, these acts of resistance were 
largely futile. For the most part, the 
North Viemamese marched easily into 
the city. 


A tank of the NVA's Huong Giang Tank 
Brigade smashes through the gates of 
the presidential palace in Saigon at 
noon on April 30. 
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outside the presidential pala: 

the victors entered the building 
President Minh, Prime Minister Mar 
their associates waiting quie 
first Communist soldier burst int 
carpeted reception room, Minh stood for- 
mally; “We have been iting impa- 
tiently lor you since this morning to hand 
over power.” But the president was not to 
be accorded the respect of his captors. 
"All power has passed into the hands of 
the revolution,” said one officer derisively. 
"You cannot hand over what you no 
longer have.” With this remark, the for- 
mer Republic ol South Vietnam's leaders 
were led out of the building and whisked 
away. A short while later, Minh broad- 
cast his second surrender speech of the 
day over Saigon radio. Prime Minister 
Mau followed with an appeal to civil 
servants to return to duty and await the 
orders of the revolution. Soon after, Minh 
was released and allowed to live unmo- 
lested in his comfortable home. 





















































| 
Opposite. His head bowed in defeat, Presi- 
dent Duong Van Minh accompanies Prime | 
Minister Vu Van Mau as they are led out- 


side the palace following their surrender. | 


Leit. Communist soldiers enjoy the luxuries 
of the South Vietnamese presidential office 
following its takeover. 
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The bo doi 


Initially somber and tightly disciplined, 
General Dung's forces moved through the 
streets past the dazed population. On the 
whole, the NVA soldiers, or bo doi as they 
were known in North Vietnam, looked 
quite young, though many faces were thin 
and yellowed from malaria caught in the 
jungle. It did not take long for curiosity to 
break through the hardened, war-weary 
expressions. Glancing curiously around, 
the soldiers stared at sites most had never 
seen, including the stockpiled South Viet- 
namese army PX. Others fell prey to the 
temptations of the black market, as had 
generations of foreign soldiers before 
them. On the lips of many lingered an 
unasked question: Was this the oppressed 
world they had fought so long and hard 
to liberate? 


North Vietnamese troops arrive in Saigon 
bearing their bicycles, for many years 
early in the war the sole means of trans- 
porting men and supplies south. 
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Revolution: day one 


To the people of Saigon, the first lew days 
tollowing the surrender were a welcome 
reliel from war, though many lived in fear 
of what would happen next. Tentatively 
they ventured out into the streets, smiling 
shyly and uncertainly at the Communist 
victors. Here and there liberation flags 
billowed in the doorways. The young rev- 
olutionary soldiers were gracious and po- 
lite, Some draped flowers over their rifles; 
others offered children rides on the tanks, 
But behind the smiles and seeming diffi- 
dence lurked an iron discipline. “Within 
hours ol their arrival," remarked a 
French diplomat, "there was a little man 
in green heading into every neighbor- 
hood and every government office.” 


Above. A revolutionary soldier talks to Sai- 
in a downtown park Left. Sai- 
t the PRG troops. Right. Cap- 
inamese soldiers are led 
ered streets of Saigon on the 
tion 















A new beginning 


The week following Saigon's “liberation” 
was dominated by celebrations. Each 
day dawned with revolutionary music 
blaring out over loudspeakers. Songs like 
“The Flowers of Victory are Blooming 
Everywhere” played throughout the city. 
Huge crowds of Communist soldiers and 
Saigonese citizens paraded the streets. 
Omnipresent were portraits of Ho Chi 
Minh and the North Vietnamese and 
P.R.G. flags. In the park in front of the 
presidential palace on May 8, 30,000 
people gathered to cheer General Tran 
Von Tra, the head of the South Viemam- 
ese caretaker government, as he spoke to 
celebrate the success ol “the revolution.” 
Peace and, for some, jubilation had 
come to "Ho Chi Minh City.” According to 
a French estimate, tully one-third of Sai- 
gon's citizens welcomed the Communists 
with genuine enthusiasm. But for the other 
two-thirds, indifference and apprehen- 


| sion would soon turn to worry as the 


North Vietnamese victors began rounding 
up a variety of Saigonese for reeducation 
in camps set up in the countryside. The 
killing was over, lor now. What was to fol- 
low, only time would tell. 


Saigonese gather on the grounds of the for- 
mer presidential palace at the May 8 cele- 
bration of the week-old victory. 
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Names, Acronyms, Terms 


Angka Loeu—“Organization on High,” or ruling 
body of the Khmer Rouge. 


Bo doi—uniformed NVA soldier One of the regu- 
lar Communist troops, as opposed to the south- 
ern guerrilias, or Vietcong 


Campaign 275-NVA operation to capture the 
central highlands. 


CBU--ciuster bomb unit 


CINCPAC—Commander in Chief, Pacific. Com- 
mander ol American forces in the Pacific, in- 
cluding Southeast Asia 


COMUSMACV—Commander, U.S Military As- 
sistance Command, Vietnam. 


Corps-South Vietnamese military forces as- 
signed to protect a Military Region. For ez- 
ample, I Corps defended MR 1 


COSVN—Central Office for South Viemam. 
Communist military and political headquarters 
for southern South Vietnam 


Daisy Cutter—15,000-pound bomb designed to 
cleat helicopter landing zones in heavily fo- 
liated areas. 


DAO-Deiense Attaché Office. Part of the U.S. 
Embassy to South Vietnam, it replaced the Mil- 
itary Assistance Command, Vietnam 


DRV-Democratic Republic of Vietnam North 
Vietnam. 


Eagle Pull-code name oí the American evac- 
uation from Phnom Penh. 


FANK-Forces Armées Nationales Khmeres. The 
Cambodian government forces. 


Frequent Wind—military plan for the US evac- 
uation of Saigon, formerly called Talon Vise 


GVN-U.S. abbreviation for the government of 
South Vietnam 


Ho Chi Minh Campaign—name given, on April 
14, 1975, to the NVA campaign to “liberate” 
Saigon 


ICCS-International Commission of Control and 
Supervision. Representatives from Canada 





(later replaced by Iran), Hungary, Indonesia, 
and Poland whose task was to monitor the im- 
plementation of the Paris agreement 





JCS—Joint Chieis of Staff (U.S.). Consists of 
chairman, army chief of staff, chief of naval op- 
erations, air force chief of stati, and marine 
commandant, 


JGS-—Joint General Stati. South Vietnamese 
counterpart of the JCS 


]MC-Joint Military Commission. Consisted of 
representatives oí the DRV, the PRG, the US. 
and the RVN Its purpose was to ensure that 
the concerned parties implemented and 
abided by the Paris agreement. 


IMT-Four-Party Joint Military Team. Estab- 
lished in 1973. Consisting of representatives of 
the DRV, the PRG. the U.S., and the RVN, its 
purpose was to account for prisoners and 
MIAs on all sides. 


Khmer Rouge-" Red Khmers.” The forces of the 
Cambodian Communist party. 


Loo Dong party—Vietnam Worker's 
Marxist-Leninist party of North Vietnam 


party. 


LAW-M72 light antitank weapon Successor to 
bazooka, a shoulder-fired 6694 rocket with a 
disposable Fiberglas launcher. 


LST-ianding ship tank. A large, shallow-dratt 
landing and cargo craft 


MR-Military Region. One of four geographical 
zones into which South Vietnam was divided 
jor purposes of military and civil adminis- 
trotion 


MR I-South Vietnam's live northernmost prov- 
inces 


MR 2-central highlands and adjoining coastal 
lowlands. 


MR 3-area from the northern Mekong Delta to 
the southern central highlands. 


MR 4-Mekong Delta region 


National Council of National Reconciliation and 
Concord—institution provided for by the Paris 
agreement to promote implementation of the 
agreement, ensure democratic liberties, and 
organize elections. 


NLF-National Liberation Front. The National 
Front for the Liberation of the South. it aimed 
to overthrow the GVN 


NSC-National Security Council (U.S.), Estab- 
lished in 1947 to “advise the president with re- 
spect to the integration of domestic, foreign 
and military policies relating to national secu- 


rity 


Option IV-U.S. military plan for helicopter 
evacuation from Saigon. 


Pans agreement-Agreement on Ending the 
War and Restoring Peace in Vietnam, signed 
in Paris on January 27, 1973. 


PF—Popular Forces. South Vietnamese village 
defense units 





POL-petroleum, oil, and lubricants 


Politburo—policymaking and executive com- 


mittee of the Communist party. 





PRGRSV (or PRG)—Provisional Revolutionary 
Government of the Republic of South Vietnam 
Established in 1969 by the NLF 


RF_Regional Forces. South Vietnamese provin- 
cial defense units. 


RVNAF-Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces 
(South) 


sapper—commando raider adept at penetrating 
defenses 


SA-2-a Russian-built surface-to-air missile 
with effective altitude of 59,000 feet and speed 
of Mach 2.5. 


Talon Vise—original name of the military contin- 
gency plan for the U.S evacuation of Saigon 
See Frequent Wind 


Third Force—GVN's non-Communist opposition 
The South Vietnamese neutralists, represented 
in several different political and religious 
groups. 


Truong Son Corridor—strategic supply lines 
paralleling the Ho Chi Minh Trail but located 
within South Vietnam. 


USAID-United States Agency for International 
Development Responsible for administering 
foreign aid in Vietnam. 


USIA/USIS—United States Information Agency 
Established for international dissemination of 
information about the U.S. Overseas, the 
agency was referred to as the USIS (United 
States Information Service) 





USSAG/7AF-United States Support Activities 
Group & 7th Air Force. Located at Naxhon 
Phanom in northeast Thailand, it was set up af- 
ter the cease-fire to plan for any re-entry of 
U.S. air and sea power into Indochina. 


VNAF-Vietnamese Air Force (South 


VNN Vietnamese Navy (South). 





War Powers Act_law passed in N. 
that placed a maximum ninety-day 
U.S. president's use of troops abroad, or 
any substantial increase in the number 
troops stationed abroad. 
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